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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
This inquiry was sparked in the summer of 1991 while browsing in a bookstore
with Mary, my adolescent daughter. As we approached the cashier with our books, I
noticed that Mary's literary selections had frightening images blazing the front covers.
They were horror novels. Following a somewhat heated conversation, I reluctantly bought
Mary the books.
As I returned to my sixth grade classroom that fall, I noticed that many of my
female students were reading in this genre. They were busy exchanging books, discussing
them in the lunch line, and reading them during scheduled class time. To counter what I
regarded as a questionable activity, I read quality literature to my class, the kinds of books
that Lukens (1995) would recognize as providing "pleasure and understanding" (p. 3),
books with "imaginative and artistic qualities" (p. 3). In doing so, I reasoned, these bright,
sensible girls would be persuaded to return to texts that offered something more than
blood, guts, and gore. This expectation failed to materialize. By spring, young adult
horror was gaining momentum. It was their fascination-and Mary's—that caused me to
wonder about the appeal of the texts.
While attending graduate school, I had several opportunities to engage in
independent inquiries. One of these research efforts was an examination of the narrative
and thematic content of 40 popular young adult horror novels. As a result of my
investigation, I identified a pattern that demonstrated the systematic removal of gender
challenged females from the texts. As an advocate for those whom Christian-Smith (1987)
refers to as "other girls," I found their eradication, often through violent measures, quite
disturbing. Given the traditional female stereotyping, proper gendering rewarded by
1

romance, and the good girls reigning supreme-again, 1 was unable to fathom why girls
would pay good money to read these books. To better understand the appeal of the texts,
for my doctoral research, I decided to engage in a response study with adolescent girls who
actively read young adult horror fiction.
Although my problem with young adult horror fiction stemmed primarily from its
conservative representations of society, reactions to my presentations at professional
conferences showed me that many adults appeared to be more concerned about the violent
nature of the texts. Regardless of the sources of apprehension, our conversations
inevitably came to a standstill when we were unable to answer questions concerning
whether this type of reading experience was negatively impacting adolescent readers.
Neither concern is new nor imagined. In the following section, misgivings about both
horror fiction and the potentiality of popular culture ruining adolescent girls will be
demonstrated in both historic and current contexts.
The Perplexing "Popular"
At the same time it has appealed to a general reading audience, popular literature has
been viewed somewhat negatively by literary critics (Spector, 1984). The cultural elite and
conservative factions of society have historically extolled the virtues of high art forms while
trivializing or admonishing the popular. Fiske (1989) draws from Bourdieu to state:
Culture is used to distinguish among classes and factions of classes, and to disguise
the social nature of these distinctions by locating them in the universals of aesthetics
or taste. The difficulty or complexity of "high" art is used first to establish its
aesthetic superiority to "low," or obvious, art, and then to naturalize the superior
taste and (quality) of those (the educated bourgeoisie) whose tastes it meets. A
critical industry has been developed around it to highlight, if not actually create, its
complexity and thus to draw masked but satisfying distinctions between those who
can appreciate it and those who cannot. Artistic complexity is a class distinction:
difficulty is a cultural tum style-it admits only those with the right tickets and
excludes the masses, (p. 121)
Added to this class commentary is the tendency for critics to devalue what women read,
write, or find pleasurable in their leisure routine (Modelsky, 1990). Popular horror fiction
has been among the less-respected genres (Spector, 1984).
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The Gothic: A Genre in Disrepute
Early in the 18th century, the Gothic appeared in England and challenged the
rational climate of the Enlightenment establishment: "the pursuit of order, common-sense,
rationality,. . . reasonableness, civility, and restraint" (Spector, 1984, p. 6). According to
Spector, the Gothic developed as a genre through the works of accomplished authors such
as Walpole, Lewis, Maturin, Beckford, Radcliffe, Smith, Reeve, and Shelley, a host of
secondary writers, a flood of "rank amateurs, and third- and fourth-rate imitators and
plagiarists" (p. 4). Although one definition of the Gothic cannot satisfy all of the more
contemporary forms of the genre, Spector cites Varma's attempt to supply unifying threads:
The whole paraphernalia of a terror novel is designed to continually quicken the
imagination with weird apprehensions. . . animated with one purpose of giving a
succession of nervous shocks . . . specialized in the ghastly effects of horrid crimes
and death embraces, (p. 5)
Without established criteria or precedence, critics were uncertain how to evaluate
the Gothic for literary merit. The Candle and the Tower, a book edited by Spector (1984),
included a critique of Gothic fiction written in hindsight:
Unlike the novel, which attempted to bring order out of the human experience, the
Gothic subverted the existing order by unleashing human passions, by probing
man's unconscious desires, by exposing the sadistic and masochistic impulses that
men commonly seek to suppress. Although twentieth-century critics, encouraged
by Freudian insights to confront the underside of man's nature, might take
seriously Gothic expressionism,. . . [earlier] genteel criticism restricted it to the
outhouses of literature, (p. 9)
Despite its wide appeal and that several serious attempts were, critics admitted,
well-written, due to its absurd characteristics the Gothic received harsh criticism (Spector,
1984). The Gothic undermined "accepted social norms" (p. 8), "raised questions about
standards" (p. 8), and, unlike traditional literary forms, "its very approach to experience"
(p. 8) was subjective in that it called its readers to respond emotionally to the reading. In
the midst of uncertainties, critics bashed the work of Gothic writers for its "w ildness,. . .
improbability, and . . . excessive horror" (pp. 10-11).
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Radcliffe managed to escape critical attacks because her work, according to Spector
(1984), "did nothing that obviously upset traditional values----- The reader was reassured
by conclusions that set things right in the world and reasserted natural order after the threat
of chaos" (p. 13). As Spector commented, "Her readers and critics could delight in safely
experiencing forbidden emotions while feeling instructed and improved by the stimulation"
(P- 13).
Radcliffe's Gothic formula was not only tolerated by critics, it held mass appeal.
For less talented writers, Radcliffe's form served as a guide for writing popular novels.
Spector (1984) used the word "horrendous" (p. 14) to describe the impact the less
reputable contributions had on the genre's critical appraisals. Women were specifically
mentioned as being among these lesser writers. Spector comments:
[There] were not only abridgments, imitations, plagiarisms, and redactions of the
genre, which appeared in so-called 'shilling shockers' or 'bluebooks,' but also a
vast number of short stories, tales, fragments, romances, and novellas printed in
magazines following Radcliffe's success. While a modicum of decent work
appeared, seemingly, virtually anyone who could hold a pen contributed to the
genre. Women readers of periodicals, believing (correctly) that they could do no
worse than those who were providing them with Gothic claptrap, submitted their
own weak and labored efforts, (pp. 13-14)
Negative remarks were also aimed at women as readers as evident in the following
commentary that appeared in the Critical Review. July 1795: "Another haunted castle!
Surely the misses themselves must be tired of so many stories of ghosts, and murderers"
(Spector, 1984, p. 14).
The conservative bourgeoisie also waged an attack. For example, Lewis' account
of Monk Ambrosio, "described as 'pernicious,' 'vicious,' and 'depraved'" (Spector, 1984,
p. 15), was found so objectionable by the social elite that Lewis was "threatened with legal
prosecution until he revised some of the work's more lurid and offensive passages" (p.
15). Despite the condemnation of critics and right-minded citizens, Lewis' book "proved a
popular success" (p. 15); Spector commented, "To those 'misses [who] must [have been]
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tired of so many stories of ghosts and murderers,' [Lewis] offered something altogether
new and shocking" (p. 14).
The Gothic, despite objections from the "official guardians of taste" (Spector,
1984, p. 9), has flourished and whether condemned as "blasphemous . . . grotesque . . .
[or] truly sensationalistic cheap . . . fiction from the 'novel manufactories'" (p. 12) it found
its way into the popular culture of the 20th century. Spector attributes the Gothic's
enduring nature, in part, to conservative social forces:
Wherever and whenever the restraints of society have seemed repressive and
fantasy and imagination have appeared threatened, the Gothic, in one form or
another, has thrived. It has found its expression as readily in the serious
experimentation of surrealism as in the popular literature of cheap romances.
(p. 18)
Four years after Spector (1984) published his bibliographic guide to Gothic
literature, horror fiction had an explosion of popularity in the United States (Schlobin,
1989). The number of horror books published in 1988 represented a 90% increase over
1987 figures. This phenomenon was reflected in the young adult market: nine of the ten
books on Walden Books' best-sellers list in the young adult category were horror novels
(Kies, 1992) with R. L. Stine and Christopher Pike identified as the "biggest names"
(Killheffer, 1992, p. 44) in the business.
Current Appraisals of Horror Fiction
Reluctant to associate the "nightmarish" (Schlobin, 1989, p. 26) offering that has
been formulated for the multitudes to the Gothic, Schlobin contends that popular forms of
horror have descended from the "popular spectacle of the public execution" (p. 27). As a
"participatory experience" (p. 28), contemporary horror is designed to send
"marrow-chilling, cold-sweat messages" (p. 27) down the backs of its readers or, at the
very least, a series of "innovative shocks, each one more dreadful than the last" (p. 31).
Killheffer (1992) situates young adult horror fiction within this context by describing the
popular texts as a "grizzly blood-fest" (p. 44) that "rivals the silver screen for blood and
violence, . . . [while] favoring the extremes . . . for its shock value" (p. 44).
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Schlobin (1989) regards the "great and rising popularity" (p. 45) of horror as a sign
of severe "emotional problems, frustrations, and anger" (p. 45). He adds:
Standing in lines at bookstores and movie theatres are guilt-ridden penitents waiting
to be victimized and surrogate monsters yearning to be activated. None of this is
healthy. At best, it caters to inadequacies or to very' mundane lives. At worst, it
identifies repressed sadism and masochism, (p. 45)
Schlobin cites John Fraser to add a "British perspective” (Schlobin, 1989, p. 40), on the
American consumption of contemporary horror:
The legions of blue-collar American readers of scandal tabloids and crime
magazines obviously enjoy being assured of the omnipresence of violence,
cynicism, and corruption, since it makes their own decently undramatic lives appear
more admirable in contrast, (p. 40)
With these condemnations aimed primarily at adults, in reference to an article
written by Clarence Peterson in the Chicago Tribune. Schlobin (1989) suggests that the
appeal of horror may be quite different for younger audiences:
Young people . . . take extreme delight simply in . . . self-justification, gore, and
thrills.. .. Children's fascination . . . is so alien to the adult mentality that it often
makes the young seem to be another species.. . . [Horror might] help them cope
with . . . elemental fears . . . [or possibly] they just like it. (p. 40)
Cultural Encounters: Hazardous to Health
Another aspect to ponder regarding the effects of popular fiction on adolescent girls
is the historic notion that girls and women are vulnerable and in need of protection (Grant,
1993). This attitude manifests itself in anxiety over the appropriateness of reading material
and the fear of overexposure to an inadequately censored culture. By way of example, the
following disapprobation of girls reading fiction, brought to the attention of John Fiske
(1989) by Leslie Stem, appeared in the Ladies Guide in 1882:
The reading of works of fiction is one of the most pernicious habits to which a
young lady can become devoted. When the habit is once thoroughly fixed, it
becomes as inveterate as the use of liquor or opium. The novel-devotee is as much
a slave as the opium-eater or the inebriate. The reading of fictitious literature
destroys the taste for sober, wholesome reading and imparts an unhealthy stimulus
to the mind the effect of which is in the highest degree damaging.
When we add to this the fact that a large share of the popular novels of the
day contain more or less matter of a directly depraving character, presented in such
gilded form and specious guise that the work of contamination may be completed
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before suspicion is aroused, it should become apparent to every careful mother that
her daughters should be vigilantly guarded against this source of injury and
possible ruin. We wish to put ourself upon the record as believing firmly that the
practice of novel reading is one of the greatest causes of uterine disease in young
women. There is no doubt that the influence of the mind upon the sexual organs
and functions is such that disease may be produced in this w a y ,. . . Reading of a
character to stimulate the emotions and rouse the passions may produce or increase
a tendency to uterine congestion,. . . Thousands of women whose natural love for
purity leads them to shun and abhor everything of an immoral tendency, yet find
themselves obliged to wage a painful warfare for years to banish from their minds
the impure imagery generated by the perusal of books of this character. We have
met cases of disease in which painful maladies could be traced directly to this
source. Ladies Guide. Kellogg, J. H., W. D. Conduit Co., Des Moines, USA,
1882. (Fiske, 1989, pp. 92-93)
While the argument suggesting a link between adolescent girls' reading choices and uterine
disease may appear overstated in contemporary contexts, it is conceivable that parents in
1882 read this article as factual inasmuch as the author alludes to a research base to back the
claims: "painful maladies could be traced directly to this source" (Fiske, 1989, p. 93).
Fear of cultural influences ruining young girls is as real in the 1990s as it was in
1882. For example, Mary Pipher (1994), author of Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of
Adolescent Girls, refers to America in her text as a "girl-destroying place . . . rife with
girl-hurting 'isms,' such as sexism, capitalism, and lookism" (p. 23). The abridgment on
the back cover stresses the magnitude of the crisis:
Why are more American adolescent girls prey to depression, eating disorders,
addictions, and suicide attempts than ever before? According to Dr. Mary Pipher, a
clinical psychologist who has treated girls for more than twenty years, we live in a
look-obsessed, media-saturated, "girl-poisoning" culture. Despite the advances of
feminism, escalating levels of sexism and violence—from undervalued intelligence
to sexual harassment in elementary school-cause girls to stifle their creative spirit
and natural impulses, which, ultimately, destroys their self-esteem. Yet girls often
blame themselves or their families for this "problem with no name" instead of
looking at the world around them, [anonymous]
In reference to Simone de Beauvoir's insight into the power differential in
relationships between girls and boys, Pipher suggests that when girls enter into
adolescence they become aware that "men have the power and that their only power comes
from consenting to become submissive adored objects" (p. 21). With this recognition,
girls "experienced a conflict between their autonomous selves and their need to be

8
feminine, between their status as human beings and their vocation as females" (pp. 21-22).
"Femininity training" (p. 44), or what Pipher refers to as "false-self training" (p. 44), has,
according to the author, devastating consequences: "To totally accept the cultural
definitions of femimnity and conform to the pressures is to kill the self" (p. 44). The
media, Pipher claims, is a powerful force in indoctrinating girls into this view:
Because of the m edia,. . . girls all live in one big town—a sleazy, dangerous tinsel
town with lots of liquor stores and few protected spaces. Increasingly women have
been sexualized and objectified, their bodies marketed to sell tractors and tooth
paste. Soft-and hard-core pornography are everywhere. Sexual and physical
assaults on girls are at an all-time high. Now girls are more vulnerable and fearful,
more likely to have been traumatized and less free to roam about alone. This
combination of old stresses and new is poison for our young women, (p. 27 - 28)
Describing adolescent girls as "saplings in a hurricane" (p. 22), Pipher chooses to end the
first chapter of her book by stating:
Parents, teachers, counselors and nurses see that girls are in trouble, but they do
not realize how universal and extreme the suffering is. This book is an attempt to
share what I have seen and heard. It's a hurricane warning, a message to the
culture that something important is happening. This is a National Weather Service
bulletin from the storm center, (p. 28)
As a clinical psychologist who worked with adolescent girls, Pipher clearly
recognizes their vulnerability and susceptibility to cultural forces as a major problem. Does
Pipher's message lend itself to the notion that popular texts have the potential to impact the
development of adolescent girls?
The Statement of the Problem
One question that guided this inquiry concerned the appeal of young adult horror
texts to adolescent girls. What is it about young adult horror fiction that keeps these
readers coming back for more? How do they experience the horror in the texts? And,
more generally, what is their response to young adult horror fiction? To address this
problem four girls were engaged in reading and detailing responses to four novels of the
genre chosen by them and their responses examined for answers to these persistent
questions.
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As the study proceeded, however, I became curious about whether the ideological
messages in young adult texts shaped readers' subjectivities. This broad concern was
refined to focus on questions suggested by critical theory. Does the ideological content of
the texts support dominant views? Do the social or cultural understandings the readers
bring to the reading impact their interpretations of the text? To what extent does young
adult horror fiction seem to affect or shape readers' views?
Methods
The broad purpose of my response study was to understand what young adult
horror fiction offered adolescent female readers and to describe and interpret their reading
experience. This was to be accomplished by conducting four separate response studies
with girls who actively read in the genre. To gain their perspectives, and the data needed
for analysis and interpretation, I planned that we would stop reading at various intervals
and discuss the texts.
Originally, this study was planned as a naturalistic inquiry as delineated by Lincoln
and Guba (1985). My interpretations of the readers' responses to young adult horror
fiction required the use of a research paradigm that allowed for complexity. The naturalistic
paradigm appeared to meet this requirement in several respects. First, the naturalistic
paradigm allows for interaction between the investigator and respondents insofar as it was
acknowledged throughout the process. In advance of data collection, I anticipated that the
degree of interaction between the respondents and myself would be fairly substantial. This
would be due, to some extent, to the nature of the reading experience: As the plot advanced
and the characters developed, the themes would begin to emerge. As readers moved
beyond the literal level and offered interpretations of the text or connected the reading to
their social experience, the degree of interaction might increase. As readers and
responders, we would have more to discuss and more to "connect." Due to this anticipated
level of involvement, it was essential to find a paradigm that did not require distance
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
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Second, naturalistic inquiry assumes that research is never value-free. Determining
the fit of the inquiry paradigm requires that the researcher consider preconceived notions
which may interfere with theories that would otherwise emerge from the data (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). This meant rather than the researcher claiming neutrality, that responsibility
would lie with the recognition of subjectivity. I found this attractive because I do not agree
with the notion of neutrality or that individuals have the capacity to temporarily suspend
prejudices and present the self as an objective, value-free interpreter.
Third, according to Lincoln and Guba (1985), the use of case studies is a viable
way to gain information and construct knowledge. In reference to the "holographic
metaphor" (p. 52), Lincoln and Guba cited Schwartz and Ogilvy: "We find that
information is distributed throughout-that at each point information about the whole is
contained in the part" (p. 53) This metaphor was particularly useful when considering the
collection of data. Each member—in this instance a reader of young adult horror
fiction—would have the potential to inform the whole. Also, through the use of case
studies, the persons reading this study would have an increased understanding about the
reading experience of young adult horror fiction.
Finally, naturalistic inquiry is especially conducive to social research that supports
the ontological position of constructed and multiple realities (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This
positioning was fundamental to my research. The statement, "We are like the world we
see, and, more important, the world we see is like us" (p. 67), offers support to theories
that consider the social and cultural contexts of the readers while interpreting their response
to text.
I began to question the appropriateness of the research paradigm in regard to the
role of the individual. According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), Peter Schwartz and James
Ogilvy maintain that individuals have the capacity to take on unique perspectives as a result
of complex social interactions. This view differs substantially from that of critical theorists
and cultural theorists whose perspectives were beginning to impact the inquiry. In contrast
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to unique qualities afforded the individual, the critical camp regarded the individual, as a
"social actor," (McLaren, 1989, p. 166) who "creates and is created by the social universe
of which he/she is a part" (p. 166). Readers were "not viewed as having a unique,
individual, unified, fixed, and coherent essence; rather, readers [were] shaped (even
defined) by multiple and contradictory cultural institutions" (McGee & Tompkins, 1995,
p. 412).
To make the departure from natural inquiry even more acute, the way the analysis
was approached also began to conflict with the fundamental principles of natural inquiry.
During the collection of data, I became aware of the politically charged argument
concerning the ways that texts operate to perpetuate social inequality (Anderson & Irvine,
1993). Popular genres, like young adult horror fiction, were among those cited as having
the potential to position readers into passively accepting dominant ideologies, thereby
serving to maintain the status quo (Cooper, 1993). If, in fact, this argument did have
merit, I considered my data an ideal location for examination. In applying critical theory to
the analysis data, I had to abandon the notion that my research was tucked within a
paradigm of natural inquiry. While qualitative methods were employed while designing the
study and collecting data, the focus of the study shifted to the extent that I interpreted and
analyzed data using a top-down format. The major categories applied to the data were race,
class, gender, and sexuality. This was done deliberately and with recognition that the
analysis would deviate substantially from qualitative researchers—including Lincoln and
Guba—who advocate for interpretation and analysis on the basis of emergent themes.
The research still has remnants of the inductive elements found in naturalistic
inquiry but with impositions of social and cultural response theories. The tension that
arose from these diametrically opposing methodologies added a dimension that may
otherwise have gone unnoticed, for it was the combination of the inductive and deductive
processes that provided the research with shape, vitality, and purpose. As a result, this
study merits consideration, not because of its compliance to scholarly methods and
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procedures, or because it serves as an example of a particular research paradigm, but
because it adds to a conversation regarding literacy in relation to significant social and
political issues.
Significance of the Study
To the best of my knowledge this is the first response study that specifically
addresses young adult horror fiction. The combined elements of adolescent female readers,
young adult horror fiction, questions raised by critical theorists, and a deconstruction of the
interpretation and analysis of data make this inquiry a unique and creative contribution to
the existing bodies of knowledge. Ultimately, the merits of this study may be realized in
the number of questions generated, rather than the number of questions answered.
Limitations of the Study
Although qualitative studies are characterized by the demands of "face-to-face
interactions" (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992. p. xi), working with naive subjects, in this case
adolescent girls, made the process of ascertaining, distilling, and presenting information
particularly challenging. The texts that these girls choose to read in their leisure time
contain violent and sexually explicit material as well as a variety of incidents involving love
and relationships. To what extent could 1 rely on the readers being forthright in their
comments during the interpretation of texts or their perspectives regarding these topics?
Speaking with an adult with a tape recorder who intended to publish the findings of the
research undoubtedly caused readers to censure their remarks to avoid embarrassment or to
position themselves to sound good.
There is little doubt that another researcher could have approached the same data
from a different perspective, or from a similar perspective for that matter, and arrived at
different meanings. This study emerged from observations and interactions at home and
school that gradually evolved into more systematic forms of inquiry. The combination of
the time involved (six years) and the nature of my formal and informal learning had a
significant impact on my understandings of this reading experience that could not be
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temporarily suspended. This admission does not diminish the quality of the findings in any
way. It simply reiterates Lincoln and Guba's (1985) position that we liv e-as subjective
human beings—in a constant flux of multiple realities. Therefore, it should be recognized
that the findings in this study are "an" interpretation of the data; the thoughts and insights
shared do not hold claim to the right interpretation or the only interpretation.
Throughout the research process, 1 had to consider my role as an active member of
the interpretive community and determine the extent that my involvement shaped the data.
Until our work began, readers had limited their discussions of these books to their peers
and to a fairly superficial level. Obviously, my purposes for reading and discussing young
adult horror fiction differed from those of the respondents. At times, the readers might
have felt that the conversation was too intense for what they regarded as light reading.
The organization and structure of the format for data collection may have also
affected the response. To satisfy my needs as a researcher, the readers were asked to
approach the reading experience in a way that deviated substantially from their normal
leisure routine. For example, the readers had to sustain the experience over a time period
of eight weeks rather than starting and Finishing a text within a few days. Rather than
reading in a familiar setting (e.g., at home, in school during study halls, or in a school
cafeteria), the readers were asked to leave their comfort zones for surroundings better
suited to reader-response research.
This research is based on my interpretation of the readers' interpretations as they
responded to young adult horror fiction. The information provided often connected to their
"real world" experience and social knowledge. However, I did not enter into the readers'
natural environments before, during, or after data collection to observe the social
interactions that they described or check the validity of their claims.
The final limitation that will be addressed concerns the fact that data were collected
exclusively from female readers. This w'as a deliberate effort to avoid a situation where this
research would be essentialized into a comparison study based on biological sex or
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gendered readings (i.e., how girls respond to young adult horror fiction in comparison to
boys). Although I do not dispute that this type of inquiry' would be of interest to some
members of the research community, 1 did not want it to become the focus of this study.
Use of Language and Terms
Ferdinand de Saussure, structural linguist, according to Hall (1994), "argued that
we are not in any absolute sense the 'authors’ of the statements we make or the meanings
we express in language" (p. 122), for using language activates a whole "range of meanings
which are already embedded in our language and cultural systems" (p. 123). Furthermore,
"the meanings of words are never fixed in a one-to-one relation to objects or events in the
world outside language. Meanings arise in the relations of similarity and difference which
words have to other words" (p. 123). Hall explains that Derrida built on de Saussure's
theory to argue that individual speakers despite his or her "best efforts . .. can never finally
fix meaning" (p. 123). Derrida's argument is paraphrased by Hall in the following
commentary:
[Words] always carry' echoes of other meanings which they trigger off, despite
one's best efforts to close meaning down. Our statements are underpinned by
propositions and premises of which we are not aware, but which are, so to speak,
carried along in the bloodstream of language. Everything we say has a "before"
and an "after"—a "margin" in which others may write. Meaning is inherently
unstable: it aims for closure (identity), but is constantly disrupted (by difference).
It is constantly sliding away from us. There are always supplementary meanings
over which we have no control, which will arise and subvert our attempts to create
fixed and stable worlds, (p. 123)
With regard to this perspective, I cannot claim that the language used in this inquiry
is my own; nor is it the property of the authors' cited. The language used in this study
represents the concepts and ideas of a variety of authors cited throughout the text.
Representing theories, ideas, or arguments as they applied to this research required using
terms that closely matched the author's. In this way, unnecessary slippage was avoided.
The social regulatory' matrix, for example, with its centers, margins, and contested borders
is frequently used in works w'ritten by Butler (1993), R ax (1992), hooks (1990, 1994,
1996), Lorde (1984), Morrison (1992), and a host of critical, cultural, postmodern, or
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poststructural theorists. Regardless of whether readers are familiar with deconstructive or
critical discourse, the meanings of the terms or expressions used in the study are fairly
accessible within the context of the material.
The horror texts and the readers' responses also generated a variety of terms or
expressions not particularly common to scholarly writing. Both politically incorrect and
sexually explicit terminology surfaced during data collection. To reconstruct the experience
with as little disruption as possible, I drew from the discourse used by readers and
language from the texts.
Conclusion
The preceding chapter discusses how and why this study came into being: my
personal objections, as a parent and educator, to adolescent girls reading young adult
horror fiction. Historical and contemporary views regarding the negative effects that
fictional texts or the culture at large may have on the development of adolescent girls were
included to demonstrate the passion that fuels these concerns. The following chapters will
provide some understanding of the reading of young adult horror fiction and the notion of
ideological socialization.
While chapter one introduced the problem, chapter two focuses on literature
reviewed. It examines an historical perspective on response as the effect of discourse, the
politics of literacy and a range of perspectives regarding ideological socialization with
regard to popular texts. Chapter three contains information about the methods used for
collecting, analyzing, interpreting, and presenting data. In addition, the chapter discusses
the basis for decision making as the complexities of the study became more pronounced.
Chapters four (Paige), five (Petree), six (Tiff), and seven (Hannah) highlight the responses
of the readers who supplied information for the inquiry. Chapter eight is the heart of the
study. This is where the categories of race, social class, gender, and sexuality are
superimposed on the data to allow for a critical examination of the material. Following
each of the categories is a commentary that provides information relevant to the research
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questions and situates the materia! within larger social or cultural contexts. Chapter nine,
the final chapter in the study, specifically addresses the research questions and provides a
perspective on the appeal and effects of the texts. The chapter also includes a discussion of
the implications of the research, offers recommendations for further research, and
concludes by taking a final look at the readers.

CHAPTER II
REVIEW OFTHE LITERATURE
In discussing research practices in the discipline of sociology, Angela McRobbie
(1991) questions the meaning of "rigour" (p. 74) in relation to how one carries out
scholarly research: "Is it a matter of reading and referring to all the literature in the field?
Or is it a matter of carefully selecting that which is most appropriate and applying its
perspectives where necessary?" (p. 74). McRobbie put into words my thoughts as I
considered the many sources that served to inform this inquiry and the frustration I
experienced in narrowing the basis for my understandings to a limited number of distant
scholars. At one time McRobbie must have shared a similar frustration for she stated:
Our own subjectivity can often add to the force of research, just as our precise
political position will inflect our argument this way or that, as will our private
fascinations, our personal obsessions, and our odd erotic moments. Why should
we not be able to admit how we absorb ideas and apply them, from the films we see
in our leisure to the "other" books we read, who we talk to in the pub and what we
talk about with our friends, students, lovers or flat-mates? (p. 75)
From a disciplinary perspective, the literature used to inform this inquiry was
drawn from the work of critical theorists, critical literacy theorists, literary critics, readerresponse theorists, cultural theorists, historians, philosophers, sociologists, social
constructivists, poststructuralists, postmodernists, and a host of feminist theorists. Given
the topic of this dissertation, Four Girls Respond to Young Adult Horror Fiction, this may
appear to be a curious package of referents. The assembly occurred through an interpretive
process where much of what I was hearing or reading seemed applicable to the inquiry.
Thus, if Walter Benn Michaels (1977) or Judith Butler (1993) were to learn that their
writings had been instrumental in supporting this particular endeavor, they might be
somewhat befuddled—if not amused—by the connection.
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Several studies that pertained to adolescent girls and/or popular literature were
reviewed poor to the research. The studies could be sorted into four categories. The first
group were researchers who had face-to-face interactions with adolescent girls without
focusing on teaching or classroom pedagogy; the second group were researchers who may
have interviewed girls, but focused primarily on girls' responses to literature that served to
inform the educational community; the third group of researchers provided a textual
analysis of popular reading material formulated for adolescent female readers; the fourth
group were those who contributed to the literature by offering a differing perspective or a
new reading of the literature.
Also reviewed were the theories or methodologies of various response theorists.
For example, texts written or edited by Beach (1993), Mailloux (1982), and Cooper (1985)
provided some insight into the "how to" aspects of the study as did critiques of textual,
experiential, psychological, social, and cultural response theories. The approaches of
20th-century response theorists cited in these works varied, but as Jane Tompkins (1980b)
pointed out, their common purpose was the location of, or interpretation of, meaning.
Tompkins, in contrast, first offered a critique of response theories and then suggested a
renewal of the historic conversation on viewing response as the effect of discourse.
Although this conversation has been politicized and vigorously debated in poststructuralist
and postmodernist critiques, in a more general sense, the discussion has been activated by
critical and cultural theorists.
Chapter eight contains the analysis and interpretation of readers' responses to
young adult horror fiction with respect to the categories of race, class, gender, and
sexuality. If it had not been for the intellectual endeavors of Judith Butler (1993),
Chnstian-Smith (1987), Stephanie Coontz (1992), Jane Flax (1992), Judith Grant (1993),
bell hooks (1990, 1994, 1994), Audre Lorde (1984), Angela McRobbie (1991), Toni
Momson (1992), Camille Pagila (1992), and Valerie Walkerdine (1987), this chapter
would have been a wish.

19
The politics of literacy and questions surrounding the effects of texts on readers
became an issue in this inquiry; so did the perspectives of social constructivists and critics
of social construction. Introducing the foundation for arguments regarding human agency,
social regulatory' systems, ideological contents of text, the potential for ideological
socialization through textual experience, and questions of pleasure and desire is a major
focus in the literature reviewed. Therefore, the review of literature is less directly
connected to adolescent readers or young adult horror fiction than it is to the theoretical
foundation required for a critical examination of readers' responses to young adult horror
fiction in relation to questions of ideological socialization.
Response to Literature
The reader-response movement of the latter half of the 20th century, according to
Tompkins ( 1980b), displaced the attempt of New Criticism to uphold the objectivity of the
text. Reader-response theorists argued that readers' subjective interpretations were the
"true object of literary study" (p. 201). However radical this departure appeared on the
surface (i.e., whether meaning was located in the text or reader), Tompkins stresses that
these differences are significant only when the location of meaning is regarded as the "aim
of the critical act" (p. 201).
This emphasis on meaning, Tompkins (1980b) points out, is fairly unique to 20th
century theorists. To understand response as it applies to this project, it becomes necessary
to review Tompkins' history of literary response as it has changed over time and how an
earlier view' of response has reemerged in current debates.
References to response to literature during the times of "Plato, Aristotle, Horace,
and Longinus all discuss literature primarily in terms of its effects upon an audience"
(Tompkins, 1980b, p. 202). Rather than interpreting texts or discussing their meaning,
ancient Greeks studied literature to learn how authors used language to produce certain
effects. This preoccupation with technique was regarded not as an academic exercise but as
a politically strategic activity; for it was firmly believed that whoever could use language to
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sway an audience into action yielded not only enormous influence but controlled the power.
Drawing from Atkins, Tompkins explains, "With the reader . .. seen as a citizen of the
state, [the] author as a shaper of civic morality, and the critic as a guardian of the public
interest" (p. 204), politicians could ensure that the power of language was being used to
promote both the moral development of its subjects and the well-being of the state.
Longinus used terms like "intensity . . . strength . . . im p act. . . force . . .
irresistible m ig h t. . . [and] thunderbolt" (Tompkins, 1980b, p. 203) as he discussed the
power of poetic language. Aware of their impact on human behavior, poets were
scrutinized when their moral and ethical calling began to run contrary to political aims. In
response to Plato's banishment of poets from the republic, Tompkins comments, "Only
someone who accorded poetic language the highest degree of power in determining human
action and behavior could regard poets as dangerous enough to exile" (p. 204).
Interestingly, once a text was in a material form, Plato regarded it as weak and vulnerable.
As fixed, the written words lacked the capacity to argue, accommodate, or exert their
power in a particular situation. Plato's insight, Tompkins remarks, "exemplifies responseoriented criticism in the classical mode" (p. 205) for it is the effect of discourse that was
regarded as response; the discourse itself, or textual meanings, were of lesser importance.
The classical model of response carried into the Renaissance. The moral effects of
discourse were recognized as having the potential to foster desirable qualities that would
advance the cause of the individual as well as the state (Tompkins, 1980b). Literature,
under this premise, was still regarded as a "shaper of public morals, its nature and value
depend upon the kinds of effects it [produced]" (p. 207). The effects of literature were
"equated, as before, with moral behavior and not with textual meaning" (p. 207).
Another similarity between the classical model of response and that of the
Renaissance was the attention afforded audience response (Tompkins, 1980b). The major
difference that Tompkins noted was that the audience had changed from the public orators
using language to persuade the throngs, as in the classical period, to a small group of

21
elitists and intellectuals who provided financial support for poets and writers. With social
commentaries held in check by the practical exigencies associated with patronage,
literature's effects were often cast in "socio-political terms—effects on the dispositions of
pnnces, on the national self-image, on the moral climate of the age" (p. 210). As a result
of the system of patronage, literature could not be regarded as a free-standing activity or
unfree of socio-economic or socio-political constraints.
During the Augustan Age, early 18th-century England, Tompkins ( 1980b) cites
Paulson to explain that it was not uncommon to use discourse to "advance individual or
fractional interests" (p. 211). A sa result, "the social function or the motives of the users
inevitably [occupied] the center of critical discussions" (p. 211). In reference to the work
of Rosenheim, Tompkins explains that the Augustan view of response pushed "the
classical identification of language with political power to an extreme and [implied] that
literary production and reception [were] the moral equivalents of physical combat"
(p. 212). Poetry, for example, was described as "a weapon to be hurled against an
opponent" (p. 211) or a "missile designed to inflict damage on the objects of its ridicule"
(p. 212). Given these examples of passionate response, it becomes evident that written
discourse of the Augustan Age was wrapped in political and social meanings.
Response viewed as the effect of discourse began to change in the latter half of the
18th century. Drawing from Caudwell's insight, Tompkins (1980b) explains the shifting
emphasis as due, in part, to the distance that occurred between author and reader with the
onset of commercial printing. Authors were no longer in personal contact with their
audiences able to observe or discuss how their readers responded to their work. With
profits generated by sales replacing the system of patronage, authors were under economic
pressure to produce works that both addressed and would be well received by a more
general reading audience. The sum of these factors created a situation where reading and
responding no longer took place within the social or political community of which both the
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author and reader were part. Reading and authorship became "impersonal and privatized"
(P- 214).
This movement shifted the focus of literary criticism from a concern for "literature's
social and moral effects, towards the psychology of reading" (Tompkins, 1980b,
p. 215). The focus of "literary response, from having been primarily a social and political
one, now [became] personal and psychological" (p. 215). Much of the critical movement
toward the psychological aspect of response has been attributed to the rise of sentimental
novels, Gothic novels, and other types of literature that were designed to provide readers
with an "emotional experience rather than to mold character or guide behavior" (p. 215).
Instead of examining the social implications of the emotional reading experience, what
critics found interesting were the emotions themselves. Tompkins cites Lord Karnes to
illustrate this point:
The power of language to raise emotions depends entirely on . . . lively and distinct
im ages;. . . the reader's passions are never sensibly moved till he be thrown into a
kind of reverie, in which state,. . . he conceives every incident as passing in his
presence, precisely as if he were an eyewitness, (p. 215)
Based on his research, Karnes systematically constructed a "detailed theory of the
relationship between language and emotional response" (p. 215). In the wake of Karnes's
new subject, "aesthetics" (p. 215), combined with similar works that used an "emotional
response to literature as evidence for speculations on the universal laws of the mind"
(p. 215), literary criticism was beginning to be conceptualized as a science.
During this same period, Wordsworth noted that mass communication and
uniformity of work were beginning to dull the faculties of the newly established urban
population; the results of this mundane existence were beginning to manifest in an
increased demand for sensational literature (Tompkins, 1980b). These observations,
according to Tompkins, suggest that Wordsworth was aware of the political and social
functions of literature and its effects on readers; rather than addressing these social issues,
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however, Wordsworth advocated for a new status for literary works and especially for that
of poetry.
To avoid implicating poetry in historical, political, or relevant social issues, both
Wordsworth and Shelley tried to transcend the delimiting forces of time and location by
universalizing the experience (Tompkins, 1980b). Thus, rather than "dissipate its forces
on any particular social issue" (p. 216) or "shape human action to any particular, and
therefore limited, end" (p. 216), poetry would serve, in their view, as a "repository for
eternal values" (p. 217). To remove it even further from social or political application,
Wordsworth claimed that "a poem should not incite any particular feeling or form of
behavior but rather should improve the faculties that mediate experience" (p. 216). As a
result of this type of ideology that advocated for the separation of literary works from the
immediate or historically specific, "literature became synonymous with emotionalism,
individualism, and the contemplative life" (p. 218). Uncontaminated by politics or social
concerns, its value was realized in its ability to provide an escape or a momentary
withdrawal from strife and ambiguities surrounding the lives of its readers.
Not only did this perspective place literature apart from everyday existence, its
transcending qualities and lofty claims to nourish the human spirit did not lend themselves
readily to scientific investigation (Tompkins, 1980b). By contrast the New Criticism was
determined to make scientific investigation feasible and to elevate the status of literary
criticism in the academy. To accomplish this aim, literature was redefined as an "object of
knowledge . . . which [had] a special ontological status" (p. 222). Defined this way, the
notion of literature as doing was replaced by literature as meaning. Thus, "interpretation
[became] the supreme critical act" (p. 222) and those who invested themselves in literature
study were trained by experts to interpret text correctly.
Using a 19th-century scientific model, literary critics such as Abrams and Hirsch,
in their attempt to defend the objectivity of the text, supported the notion of an
"autonomous reader or observer confronting an autonomous text or data" (Michaels, 1977,
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p. 400). According to their theory, if the proper interpretive techniques and strategies were
employed (and readers suspended their prejudices while extracting meaning from the
objective text), the process would produce the correct readings. To accomplish this task,
readers were trained to apply scientific methods for locating and guaranteeing the
determinate meaning—or meaning "understood to exist independent of the interpreter"
(p. 385). According to Michaels' interpretation of New Criticism, determinant meaning
could come from three sources:
The author (in which case the text is understood to mean what the author intended it to
m ean),. . . the text itself (the text means what it says), or [as] a function of "literary
competence" (the text means what the community of professional readers says it
means)—the only thing that [mattered was] that the meaning be determinate, not subject
to the whims of individual readers, (p. 386)
New Criticism was challenged by more reader-centered critics who argued "that the
text [could not] be understood or analyzed as an isolated entity" (Beach, 1993, p. 1).
Rather than seeing the text as a fixed object, they advocated for a criticism that recognized
"the reader's role in making meaning" (Tompkins, 1980b, p. 223). The fear of New
Criticism theorists was that if "there were no determinate meanings, the interpreter's
freedom could make of a text anything it wanted" (Michaels, 1977, p. 383). Citing E. D.
Hirsch, Michaels accentuates the fervor behind this objection: "The enemy . . . are
'cognitive atheists'; since they do not believe in the possibility of 'objective knowledge in
the humanities,' they feel free to impose their own subjective interpretations on any and all
texts" (p. 386).
As Michaels (1977) explains, the "fear" (p. 386) of the subjective interpreter had
been addressed by American pragmatist C. S. Peirce in 1868, but apparently his insight
had not seriously impacted literary criticism. According to Michaels, Peirce questioned
Descartes' assumptions regarding the notion that "the philosophical inquiry and the
philosophical self are required to begin context-free . . . [to gain] access to essentials which
are obscured by the intrusion of the world" (p. 392). In making this claim, it was clear to
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Peirce that Descartes assumed that humans had the capacity to access a neutral space where
the unprejudiced self could function. Peirce found the prospect of neutrality troubling.
On the matter of self, Peirce, in his "doctrine of intuition" (Michaels, 1977,
p. 392), questioned whether individuals have an "intuitive self-consciousness" (p. 393).
Intuition, as defined by Peirce, meant '"a cognition not determined by a previous
cognition,' that is, a direct knowledge of the thing itself, what he calls elsewhere 'the
transcendental object.' By self-consciousness he meant 'a knowledge of ourselves'. . .
'our personal selves'" (p. 393). His reasoning, Michaels explains, was based on his
insights into the "growth of self-consciousness in children" (p. 393) which led Peirce to
conclude that the awareness of self is made available, "not through intuition but through
hypothesis" (p. 394) or through what Peirce described as "ignorance and error" (p. 395).
But as Michaels adds, for Peirce, "the intervention of language [was] if anything even more
crucial in [an] attempt to make sense of what kind of thing the self is" (p. 394). Peirce,
regarding language as a system of signs and dismissing direct knowledge of
self-consciousness through intuition, offered a postulation on the self as a sign. Michaels
reinterprets Peirce as purporting:
If then we can have in the first place no direct knowledge of the self, that is to say, if
we can know it only as an inference or thought, and if in the second place all our
thoughts are signs, it follows in the third place that we can only know the self as a
sign. And if furthermore, we accept Peirce's principle "that the absolutely
incognizable (unknowable) does not exist," then we must go on to say not merely that
we can only know the self as a sign, but that the self is a sign, or . . . "the word or
sign that man uses is the man himself." (p. 394)
As Michael (1977) points out, the differences between Descartes and Peirce's
notion of the self are clearly in opposition.
For Descartes, the self is primary—it can be known directly, and its existence is the
single privileged certainty; for Peirce the self is derived—it can only be known by
inference from the existence of ignorance and error. For Descartes the self is
neutral-'unprejudiced,' it begins by believing in nothing but its own existence; for
Peirce the self is always com m itted-it cannot begin by calling into question all its
beliefs, for these beliefs, these 'prejudices,' are things that it does not occur to us can
be questioned. For Descartes the self is autonomous—this is simply to say again that it
is primary, it exists independent of any external constraints; for Peirce the self is a
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sign—it is itself 'external' like all signs, it 'must address itself to some other, must
determine some other, since that is the essence of a sign.' These others constitute the
sign system, what Peirce calls 'reality." (p. 395)
Given these stark differences regarding the individual, it is evident, according to Michaels
(1977), that when Peirce attacked Descartes, "it is not for concealing his prejudices, but for
imagining a category of the unprejudiced" (p. 396).
The idea of readers freely and subjectively imposing interpretations on text to create
indeterminate meanings or positioning themselves as neutral or objective interpreters,
according to Michaels (1977) is a "false problem" (p. 400), for Peirce foreclosed on the
possibility of the "self free to assert its subjectivity without constraint. . . [and on the]
notion of the self wiped clean of prejudice and ready to accept determinate meaning"
(p. 400). Both of these renditions require a context-free self; the only difference in the
claim, Michaels states, is that "one generates any interpretation it pleases, the other denies
that it interprets at all" (p. 400).
The assertions and objections of both New Criticism and reader-response critics
have been disrupted by Michaels' (1977) reading of Peirce. Neither can the individual be
granted the status of the subjective or objective interpreter; nor can the location of meaning
be situated on a continuum with reader and text occupying the extremes. With the self seen
as "an interpretation as well as an interpreter" (Tompkins, 1980a, p. xxiv), with the self
"embedded in a context, the community of interpretation or system of signs" (Michaels,
1977, p. 401), "the self, like the world, is a text" (p. 401). With regard to interpretation,
Michaels adds:
The most we can say is that we can choose our interpretations but we can't choose
our range of choices. There are no text-derived canons of interpretation which
prevent the self from doing what it wants, there is only our conviction that what the
self wants has already been constituted by canons of interpretation, (p. 401)
What Tompkins ( 1980a) finds hopeful in this argument is that meaning is once
again being viewed as "a consequence of being in a particular situation in the w orld.. . .
When discourse [or language as a system of signs] is responsible for reality and not merely
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a reflection of it, then whose discourse prevails makes all the difference" (p. xxv).
Response, viewed as "an acting force exerted upon the world" (Tompkins, 1980b, p. 225),
Tompkins states, holds the promise of transforming the human experience by
"repoliticizing literature and literary criticism" (Tompkins, 1980 a, p. xxv). Tompkins'
vision connects to the ideology of contemporary critical theorists who broadly address "the
relations of discourse and power" (Tompkins, 1980b, p. 226). Of equal importance to the
critical agenda is understanding the interpreter as shaped, limited, or defined by social,
cultural, or institutional forces.
Critical Literacy
Critical theorists, stemming from Marxist theory, have examined oppressive power
structures that occur within socio-political contexts (McLaren & Lankshear, 1993). As a
part of this effort, critical theorists have been paying "increasing attention to the
connections between literacy and power" (Lankshear & McLaren, 1993, p. 4). With a
"value-committed, politically engaged" (Seidman, 1994, p. 13) social agenda, studying the
effects of literature—and literacy in a more general sense-has become a focal point for
critical literary theorists. In an attempt to explain the positions of critical literacy research,
McLaren & Lankshear (1993) state:
Research on critical literacy carries with it an important historical function: namely,
to discover the various complex ways in which ideological production occurs,
especially the way in which subjective formations are produced on a level which is
often referred to as "common sense.". . . Furthermore, critical literacy research
needs to be able to identify the characteristics of an individual's
"ethno-methods'—the routine actions, unconsciousness knowledge, and cultural
memory from which community members draw in order to engage in a politics of
daily living, (pp. 404-405)
Under this social agenda, Lankshear and McLaren (1993) maintain that although
much has been learned about literacy and the role it plays in establishing "configurations of
power and advantage, of centers and margins, and how literacies impact on the satisfaction
of human needs and interests" (p. 4), there remain challenging issues that require attention.
While several of the critical positions McLaren and Lankshear (1993) identify call for
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transformative action, their thoughts on how the individual is perceived within the critical
frame is pertinent to this discussion:
Within critical literacy the personal is always understood as social, and the social is
always historicized to reveal how the subject has been produced in particular.
Subjectivity is understood, therefore, as a field of relations forged within a grid of
power and ethics, knowledge and power, (pp. 407-408)
In recognizing that "literacies largely inform how' we read the world and the word,
[and] also how such a reading produces who we are and how we dream our social present"
(Lankshear & McLaren, 1993, p. 3), Lankshear and McLaren contend that "how literacies
are implicated in the shaping of human subjects, the ideologies they bear, and their
placement within social hierarchies" (p. 4) are areas that need to be researched. In their
description of critical literacy, McLaren and Lankshear (1993) reveal the political
orientation of their objectives:
Critical literacy can be described as investigating those communicational devices
that reinscribe the human subject into prevailing social relations so that these
relations are seen as conventional and uncontested. That is, critical literacy asks:
How is cultural reality encoded within familiar grids or frames of intelligibility so
that literacy practices that unwittingly affirm racism, sexism, and heterosexism, for
example, are rendered natural and commonsensical? (p. 413)
In response to this politically charged investigation, social texts, according to
Anderson and Irvine (1993), are examined to determine whether they are "constituted to
maintain inequality and how consensus to maintain this inequality is achieved" (p. 91).
Fictional texts formulated for adolescent girls have not escaped critical examination.
Diane Cooper (1993) brought a critical perspective to her research on the production
and marketing of formulated adolescent romance texts. Although Cooper did not work
directly with adolescent romance readers, included in her comments were references to the
construction of "subjective positions" (p. 19). Cooper's interpretation of the effects of
genre reading suggests that the texts play a role in reproducing social and cultural
inequalities:
These publishing formulas generate a variety of new texts. However, these new
texts reproduce old meanings which in turn reproduce existing power structures
between males and females. Thus the permanence of unequal cultural and social
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practices is assured. The way a genre is read is dependent upon its narrative
features and the social, cultural, discursive literary history of its consumer. . . .
However, if it is read for little else than pleasure-which is precisely how these texts
position the reader-the ideologic effects of the text pass unnoticed. Readers,
constructed by the text through repeated experiences with the genre, may come to
read it as compliant subjects. Such compliances reinforces fsicl the ideological
messages of the text and its unproblematic 'naturalness.'" (p. 19)
Drawing from Christian-Smith's work with adolescent romance readers, Cooper
(1993) states that adolescent readers are capable of engaging in oppositional readings but
adds that it is quite unlikely, for "readers of these genres tend to conform to the pressures
that are exerted" (p. 19). Cooper adds that adolescent romance reading may have
sustaining social implications: "In the long term, subject positions are constructed which
fix a range of actions and modes of thinking and being which instruct participants on how
to behave in the various roles and situations faced or assumed in life" (p. 19).
Following a review of literature focusing primarily on feminist critiques of
male/female dualism, Davies (1993) maintains that learning appropriate patterns for desire
often occurs through "romantic discourse and storyline" (p. 145). Although romance texts
often depict female protagonists as strong and competent, a contradiction occurs in the end:
"They must still find their man in order to achieve womanhood" (p. 146). Through these
textual representations of fulfillment through heterosexual romance, adolescent girls are
"learning the systems of thought through which they are shaping their desires, thus fitting
themselves for romance as the determining feature of their lives" (p. 146). According to
Davies, this type of learning could be limiting, for it "enables young women to
'voluntarily' and uncritically take up the subject positions made available to them in the
patriarchal gender order, and thus to become other to the men in their world" (p. 145).
Taylor's (1993) work, based on a literature review, suggests that popular cultural
texts, like adolescent romance books, "play a significant role in the reproduction of
patriarchal gender relations" (p. 126). Taylor stresses that patriarchal reproduction is a
complex matter
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It seems that popular cultural texts play a part in the construction of femininity in
two main ways: first through the patriarchal ideologies, such as the ideology of
romance, which are embodied in the texts themselves, and second through the ways
in which they enter into the lives of girls and young women with whom these texts
are so popular, (p. 126)
While hesitant to suggest a cause and effect relationship, Taylor states: "Popular fiction is
centrally involved in the construction of teenage femininity" (p. 142).
In a study parallel to Radway's (1984) research of women who read formulated
romance novels, Willinsky and Hunniford (1986) focused their inquiry on adolescent girls
who read in the adolescent romance genre. Collecting information through surveys and
personal interviews with young romance readers, Willinsky and Hunniford noted both
similarities and differences between adult and adolescent reading experience. Willinsky
and Hunniford stated, "Romances are serving girls in a different way than they serve adult
readers,. . . students, on the verge of full-blown adolescence are turning to the books as a
way of preparing to get into the world, at least as they imagine it to be" (p. 17). Rather
than a temporary escape from daily life, adolescent romance readers "regard the books as
instruction manuals, sweetened with melodramatic suspense and sensation" (p. 23).
Willinsky and Hunniford commented on the adolescent reader in the following remark:
The younger reader believes it possible to become the heroine of the romance
because she is living in a state of emergence and expectation. That much
understood, she asks only to be told how to act and handle it once she gets there.
(P- 22)
Avoiding concluding remarks that would imply the shaping or construction of human
subjectivities through textual experience, Willinsky and Hunniford suggested that, at best,
the "books . . . entertain, tantalize and seem to instruct" (p. 29).
In 1985-86, Christian-Smith (1991) collected information from a survey of 75
female adolescent romance readers who were allowed to read from this genre in school in
lieu of more traditional materials. Following an examination of the survey data,
Christian-Smith conducted school-based research with 29 of the "heavy romance readers"
(p. 192). In addition to interv iewing the girls individually and in small groups, Christian-
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Smith observed in their classrooms and interviewed their teachers. The study did not
require that the girls respond to popular romance novels per se, but the girls did discuss
with Christian-Smith the thoughts and feelings they experience while reading romance
texts.
What Christian-Smith (1991) found hopeful in the research data was the girls'
desire to transcend feminine stereotypes and their interest in entering relationships with men
who "cherished and nurtured women" (p. 207). This "partial overturning" (p. 207),
according to Christian-Smith, was offset by the "final acceptance of romantic love and its
power structure" (p. 207). Although Christian-Smith stressed that "romance reading in no
way altered the young women's present and future circum stances,. . . [romance reading]
was deeply implicated in reconciling them to their place in the world" (p. 207). In her
closing comments, Christian-Smith added:
Popular romance-fiction reading exploits the many ideological strains that exist
within society, and it represents the continuing struggle over women's place in the
world. This fiction does not so much impose meanings on its readers, but rather
constructs readers' gender, class, racial, ethnic, age, and sexual identities in
complex ways. (p. 208)
It is difficult to determine to what extent these researchers implicate formulated
romance texts in the shaping or construction of adolescent readers. Certainly, Cooper
(1993) suggests that ideological socialization occurs during the textual experience. She
stated, "Readers, constructed by the text through repeated experiences with the genre, may
come to read it as compliant subjects. Such compliances reinforce the ideological messages
of the text and its unproblematic 'naturalness"' (p. 19). Christian-Smith (1991) seemingly
concurs in writing: "This fiction . . . constructs readers' gender, class, racial, ethnic, age,
and sexual identities in complex ways" (p. 208). According to the literature, however, this
position is perceived as problematic for at least two reasons. The first objection lies in the
assumption of social construction as the totalizing experience in the shaping of human
subjectivities. The second objection questions a relationship between pleasure and
ideology. Both of these matters will be addressed in the following sections.
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The Challenge to Social Construction
As stated previously, in the critical paradigm "the personal is always understood as
social, and the social is always historicized to reveal how the subject has been produced in
particular" (McLaren & Lankshear, 1993, pp. 407-408). Critical theorists would argue that
their theories, properly understood, would "displace any notion of individual agency"
(Hall, 1994, p. 120). Beginning with the "premise that men and women are essentially
unfree" (McLaren, 1989, p. 175), critical theorists view "the individual [as] a social actor
[who] both creates and is created by the social universe of which he/she is a part" (p. 175).
Through a combination of institutions, bureaucracies, and the mass media, "individuals are
provided with 'subject positions,' which condition them to react to ideas and opinions in
prescribed ways" (p. 183). In short, human subjects are regarded as social constructs
produced and regulated through social regulatory power and "normative constraints"
(Butler, 1993, p. x).
There are strong objections to notions of social construction, including Butler's
(1993) own objections, in that constructivist theories tend to be overly deterministic and
they fail to satisfactorily account for contradictions and complexity. For example,
according to social constructivists, girls in our society are socialized into accepting a
feminine identity (Bern, 1993). The contradiction is that not all girls are feminized. In the
event that a girl passes through adolescence and enters adulthood without a feminine
identity, social constructivists are left without an explanation for the anomaly other than
falling back on "an initiating and willful subject" (Butler, 1993, p. 9): I am not feminine
because I chose not to be.
To circumvent what Butler (1993) refers to as the "trap of cultural determinism"
(p. x), Butler proposes another way to look at construction that allows for contradictions
without recalling the willful, unified, autonomous subject. According to Butler, centered
subjects, or those who appear to have conformed to the "regulatory ideal" (p. 22), have not
willingly conformed to centered ideologies after the standards are made known to them.
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While Butler recognizes the impact of social regulatory power in subject formation and in
the shaping of the subject that occurs through the reiteration and reinforcement of normative
expectations over time (e.g., "I expect you to act like a lady," "girls don't do that kind of
thing," or "what a woman!"), Butler stresses the need to recognize also the power of
"foreclosure" (p. 22). Foreclosure, according to Butler, produces "an 'outside,' a domain
of unlivability and unintelligibility" (p. 22) that is occupied by those who have failed to live
within the bounds of the normative experience. The fear of being eradicated, Butler states,
plays an important role in the formation and display of a norm approved identity. Butler
provides the following insight into her theories on gendering to demonstrate the power of
this aspect of construction:
We see this most clearly in the examples of those abjected beings who do not
appear properly gendered; it is their very humanness that comes into question.
Indeed, the construction of gender operates through exclusionary means, such that
the human is not only produced over and against the inhuman, but through a set of
foreclosures, radical erasures, that are, strictly speaking, refused the possibility of
cultural articulation.. . . These excluded sites come to bound the "human" as its
constitutive outside, and to haunt those boundaries as the persistent possibility of
their disruption and rearticulation, (p. 8)
Human subjects know what "Others" look like. They are aware o f the names they
are called, how they are talked about, how they are excluded, and how they are erased.
Through their very presence in the social world, the abjected serve as a threatening
reminder of the effects of foreclosure. It is through this reminder, together with the
reiteration of normative expectations, that the socially regulated subject, or the normative, is
partially produced.
While this explanation provides insight into the production of centered subjects,
Butler (1993) points out that it fails to account for those who exceed the limitations of the
normative experience. Rather than viewing the eradicated and erased as willful individuals
who actively constructed subjectivities in opposition to the norms, Butler's explanation
considers the unconscious psychological aspects of subjective formation.
When Freud suggested that "'identities,. . . sexuality, and the structure
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of . . . desires'" (Hall, 1994, p. 121) were formed through unconscious processes that
functioned "according to a 'logic' very different from that of Reason" (p. 121), he placed
the formation of identity, sexuality, and desire well beyond the powers of the knowing and
rational subject. At the same time, the recognition that "existence, and partial autonomy of
an inner world pervaded by desire and fantasy . . . has unconscious and uncontrollable
effects" (Flax, 1992, p. 451) on the human subject also disrupted and limited social
explanations regarding subject formation. In suggesting that unconscious psychological
processes were accountable for the excesses in the human condition (while minimizing the
role of human agency), Butler not only provides insight into the complexity of subjective
formation, she cast notions concerning desire and sexuality beyond the realm of certainty.
This theoretical perspective poses a challenge to positions that focus exclusively on social
construction to account for the production of the subject. The added psychological
dimension in subject formation is also useful in the deconstruction of deterministic
statements like "[Texts] mould us into who we think we are, like plasticine being shaped
this way and that" (Fox, 1993, p. 656).
Ideological Socialization and Pleasure
The argument of ideological socialization, whether it pertains to genre reading or
other types of popular pleasures, is surrounded by controversy. As Beach (1993) has
noted, many poststructuralists "distinguish pleasure associated with the popular mass
media from ideology" (p. 151). Therefore, critical theorists have been urged to move
cautiously in this area. Beach cites Tumer to underscore the importance of restraint:
One does not ask for a return to the analyses of a decade ago, which took an elitist
view of popular pleasures in order to see them as the uncomplicated bearers of
dominant ideologies. However, one might argue that is important to acknowledge
that the pleasure of popular culture cannot lie outside hegemonic ideological
formations . . . we simply do not know how pleasure aligns us with or supports us
against dominant views of the world." (pp. 221-222)
Grossberg (1990) states, "More, perhaps, than other cultural domains, the popular
demands pleasure before understanding. Critical theory in the United States has too often
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avoided confronting this reality" (p. 177). While Bennett (1990) states that Marxist
critiques once viewed popular fiction as a "simple vehicle for imposing dominant
ideologies" (p. 133), more recently, critical theorists are insistent on finding a "more
complex intrication of the relations between pleasure and ideology within both the internal
organization of popular fiction texts and the circumstances of their consumption" (p. 133).
Critical theorists "struggle for the power to identify and define a text's effects"
(Grossberg, 1986, p. 187) in a way that will establish a connection between pleasure and
ideological socialization. Grossberg points out a major limitation of their efforts: "They
cannot locate the concrete moment when the text enters into the material life of its
consumers within a larger social context" (p. 180). Without this evidence, the determinism
of a cause and effect relationship is disrupted.
There is another weakness, Grossberg (1986) adds, in establishing a link between
ideological formations and pleasure that pertains to the concept of a "unified s e lf (p. 185).
Grossberg explains that human subjects live in a complex world making it nearly
inconceivable that a particular form of textual experience could produce an identifiable
effect. Rather than a prevalent dominant ideology, Grossberg maintains that the social
world is filled with competing ideologies. In addition, the power of hegemony to
naturalize the dominant experience seemingly has its limitations. This becomes apparent
when some "particular realities" (p. 184) seem to exhaust the "limits of common sense"
(p. 184). Furthermore, the multiple and fluid subject is "defined by its complex and often
contradictory place within various social registers " (p. 184). Considering the complexity
of the human experience, Grossberg finds it difficult to imagine a "totalizing" (p. 185)
ideology, unless the subject is also totalized. Therefore, Grossberg concludes, to identify
and define a text's effect, sameness and stability must be guaranteed by way of the unified
self.
The popular, Grossberg (1986) explains, "whether in mass culture, mass
communication, media studies, or formalized genres" (p. 177), does not claim that its
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meaning comes from "textual self-sufficiency or meaningfulness" (p. 188); nor are the fans
of the popular culture particularly interested in "idealizing or deconstructing" (p. 181) their
experience. To a great extent, those who indulge in the popular, Grossberg states, do so
for its pleasurable effects. Therefore, Grossberg suggests that before critics reduce
"human subjects to consumers" (p. 188) and define these subjects as "passive, acritical,
and unable to oppose the existing political and ideological institutions" (p. 188) that they
have strong evidence to back their statements. An example of making assumptions without
actual cases to justify her claims provided McRobbie (1991) with a great deal of insight into
Grossberg's concern.
In the late 1970s, McRobbie (1991) published a textual analysis of popular teen
magazines titled Jackie-. An Ideology of Adolescent Femininity (p. 135). In McRobbie's
critique of her own research she indicates a problem in her interpretation of data: "It
seemed to assume that the contents of the magazine were somehow reproduced inside the
heads of girls . . . Jackie was seen as presenting a coercive ideology without examining
whether or not it appeared in this way to its readers" (p. 141).
Part of McRobbie's (1991) rethinking was the result of research conducted by
Elisabeth Fraser who tested McRobbie's claims with groups of adolescent female readers.
After analyzing the responses of the girls to the popular magazine, Fraser concluded that
McRobbie's analysis was "'too predictive'" (p. 141). Rather than disputing Fraser's
findings, McRobbie agreed with Fraser in that the data revealed that readers were "rarely
'victims' of the text" (p. 141). McRobbie went on to add, "My own 'naive' reading is
therefore discredited in favour of a more fluid, more active and ultimately more engaged
process of reading in which readers typically participate in the creation of textual meaning"
(p. 142).
McRobbie (1991) also cited Mary McLoughlin as criticizing the basic premise of
McRobbie's research, that adolescent girls, "by virtue of their age and sex . . . were
particularly vulnerable to ideological manipulation" (p. 142). McRobbie's assumption,
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McLoughlin claimed, "was wrongly based on the widespread belief that young people are
more affected by media messages than are their parents, and less adept at challenging
meanings which they find inadequate or unappealing" (p. 142).
As a result of Fraser and McLoughlin's justifiable criticisms of McRobbie's
assumptions concerning ideological socialization based solely on textual analysis,
McRobbie (1991) now advocates for researchers of the popular to "shift their attention
away from the texts and their meanings, to the readers and their different and complex
readings" (p. 137). To gain a deeper understanding of the reading experience that social
texts provide, McRobbie also stresses the need to examine "the way . . . meanings are
negotiated within a wider social and class context" (p. 139).
Conclusion
In this chapter the literature used to inform the inquiry addresses three broad areas:
response to literature, critical literacy, and ideological socialization through pleasure
reading. Chapter three contains the methods and procedures used for conducting the
research, the analysis and interpretation of data, and the many factors that went into
presenting the findings.

CHAPTER III
METHODS AND PROCEDURES
The following sections describe the various methods and procedures used during
the research: selection of readers, collection of data, analysis and interpretation, and
decisions regarding the presentation of findings. Information that applies to the four
respondents in this study was included to prepare a foundation for the examination of the
case studies.
Selection of Readers
Although qualitative inquiries are subject to modifications as the research proceeds,
considerations regarding the cases to be studied require advanced planning. According to
Lincoln and Guba (1985), a number of factors need to be taken into account in advance of
the data collection such as, the "identification of the initial elements" (p. 234), an "orderly
emergence of the sample" (p. 234), a "continuous refinement or focusing of the sample"
(p. 234), and "termination" (p. 234). The following sections describe the steps involved in
selecting the readers.
Determining From Whom Data Will Be Collected
The first step in data collection was to identify a population of 13 or 14-year-old
girls who were currently reading young adult horror fiction. This was accomplished by
placing advertisements in local bookstores, the public library, and on local cable television.
As a financial incentive, I offered to pay respondents $5 for an interview and $70 if they
were selected to participate and followed through by completing the study. If for any
reason the girls selected decided to withdraw from the study, I agreed to pay them $1.75
per hour for the time they invested. In paying readers, I determined that girls who needed
to contribute to the financial well-being of their families by earning spending money or
38
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buying clothing would be more apt to apply. In addition, a monetary payment at
completion of the study would possibly allow me to avoid having to repeat the process of
identifying readers and/or gathering data.
Once I had the opportunity to collect the names and addresses of girls interested in
participating in the research, letters describing the study and parent or guardian and reader
consent forms were sent to the respondents. The letter included a brief personal
introduction, my reasons for conducting the research, the amount of time needed to
complete the study, information regarding transportation and location, and the methodology
used for eliciting and recording responses. Confidentiality would be safeguarded by
having the readers select pseudonyms. Personal information would also be altered but
within the context of their lives (e.g., two parents with professional careers remained in the
fictitious narrative; however, the professions were changed).
The letter also addressed the financial details and explained that readers could
withdraw from the project at any time through the final interview. In addition to the letter,
the package of materials included an informal survey requesting information regarding the
readers' favorite young adult horror authors, how long they had been actively reading in
the genre, titles of young adult horror novels they had particularly enjoyed reading, and
times they would be available to meet.
An Orderly Emergence of the Sample
Twenty-seven of the 38 girls who responded to the advertisement met the
conditions. Location and availability were the next factors to enter into the selection
process. Some readers lived several miles from Wheaton (the pseudonym for the city
where the data were gathered) or had schedules that would have been difficult to
accommodate. After these factors were taken into consideration, 12 girls remained in the
pool.
At this point, letters were sent to all of the respondents to notify them of their
status. The 12 remaining girls, as well as their parents or guardians, were invited to meet
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informally to discuss the research or address any remaining questions. Two parents of the
12 respondents took advantage of the opportunity to meet with me before the initial
interview.
Continued Refinement
The next step involved scheduling one-on-one reader interviews with the 12
respondents. Interview times were arranged during the winter holiday in the local
university's student union. Other than conversations on the telephone, the initial interview
was the first time that 1 had the opportunity to talk individually with respondents. Since
building a relationship of trust was important not only to my research but to me as a
person, I tried to make the meeting as pleasant and as informal as possible. With the initial
interview serving as what Lincoln and Guba (1985) refer to as an "orientation and
overview" (p. 235), I hoped to learn something about the readers as people (e.g., if they
had lived in this community all their lives, something about their families, where they
attended school, what they enjoyed doing in their spare time, etc.). Although I knew that
this kind of information would be helpful when considering the variation in the sample, I
was hesitant about probing into the respondents' personal lives. Therefore, I decided that
if this kind of information were ascertained through the initial interview, it would be the
result of conversation rather than by direct questioning.
Since I needed to narrow the number of readers participating in the study, the initial
interview was designed to aid in the selection process. Glesne and Peshkin (1992) suggest
that interviewing provides a means for determining what participants would do or what
they might do in a particular situation. In that the inquiry involved readers responding to
young adult horror fiction, I needed to gain some sense of how the respondents would
react when asked to respond to this type of text. I also needed to know if the reader would
be comfortable with the format. Since I planned to audio tape and jot notes during the
regular reading sessions, I taped and made notations during the interviews.
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Following introductions and some general conversation, I asked the respondent to
read the sections of marked text. Rather than having the reader respond to an entire chapter
for the interview', 1 selected a young adult horror novel in advance of the interview and
marked six passages in the first chapter. In a sense, it was an abbreviated chapter; the
readers read enough text to get a sense for the story line, but the passages also contained
subject matter commonly found in this genre (i.e., suspenseful events, violence, romance,
and physical descriptions of characters). After they had read the passages silently, I asked
for the readers' impressions.
Initially, I was nondirective in my approach as a means of determining what kind of
response occurred as a result of reader-text interaction. Toward the end of the session,
however, I increased my level of involvement by asking for a clarification or an
interpretation of the material. Following the response to text, I fielded questions about the
research and concluded the initial agreement with a check for $5.
Focused Selection
After meeting the girls and gaining a sense for their enthusiasm for young adult
horror fiction and for participating in the study, I sensed that narrowing the pool of
participants would be an extremely difficult process. Nonetheless, I had to take into
account the practical considerations. Although limiting the number of participants in
advance of a study is not recommended, Seidman (1991) recognized that "practical
exigencies of time, money, and other resources .. . play a role, especially in doctoral
research" (p. 45). Time (approximately 20 hours per reader) and cost (books, tapes,
transportation, transcription costs, and $70 per reader) definitely capped the number of
participants who I would be able to work with; therefore, I entered into the research with
the intention of eliciting information from four readers. Given this limitation, variation
within the sample population was critical if capturing the essence of the young adult horror
reading experience were to be realized. Lincoln and Guba (1985) underscore the
importance of variation in the following statement:
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In naturalistic investigations, which are tied so intimately to contextual factors, the
purpose of sampling will most often be to include as much information as possible,
in all of its various ramifications and constructions; hence, maximum variation
sampling will usually be the sampling mode of choice. The object of the game is
not to focus on the similarities that can be developed into generalizations, but to
detail the many specifics that give the context its unique flavor, (p. 201)
Given my criteria for participation, I knew going into the interviews that the
respondents would have a great deal in common. They would be the same sex,
approximately the same age, and current residents of the Wheaton area. They would share
a common reading interest: young adult horror fiction. To arrive at a degree of variability
in the sample, other factors would need to be taken into account. For example, an initial
response to text or question asked might indicate a divergent perspective, or respondents
might supply information with respect to family, school, or social circumstance that would
contribute to the variability. After I had interviewed the 12 respondents and realized the
diversity within that population of girls, variation within the sample was no longer a
concern. Other than that all 12 respondents appeared to be Euro-American, which is not
uncommon in this area, each of the girls would have added an interesting dimension to the
research.
Some of the decisions in the selection process were fairly objective. Two of the 12
respondents were beginning to read Stephen King novels on a fairly regular basis. Since I
was looking for girls who were still actively reading in the young adult horror genre, I
decided against working with these readers. Another respondent had braces on her teeth
which made it difficult to understand her audio taped responses. Despite her enthusiasm
for participating in the research, the success of the study was heavily dependent on
recorded conversations.
With nine respondents still in the pool, the criteria became much more subjective.
Three of the readers seemed quite reserved; perhaps they were uncomfortable with the
format or the newness of the situation. Of these three, I selected Paige, who, in addition to
seeming rather quiet, had lived in another region of the country. Petree was asked to
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participate in the study for several reasons. First, she implied that I was sexist because I
was interested in only working with female readers; second, she stated upfront that she
wanted to participate in the study because of the money; and third, she maintained that
young adult horror fiction is a lot like real life because of all the violence. When I asked
her to expand on this remark, she asked, "Don't you read the newspapers?" Knowing that
Petree would bring a unique perspective to the project, I invited her to participate.
Although different in several respects, both Petree and Paige lived in nuclear families. For
this reason, I was interested in working with Hannah, who lived in a single-parent home.
In addition to adding variation due to family structure, Hannah was warm and extending.
She seemed at ease with the format and went into lengthy discussions about her reading.
Tiff was the fourth reader selected. She attended a school on a military base outside of
Wheaton and lived in a blended family. The reason that I was interested in working with
Tiff, however, was due primarily to the energy that she put into her interpretations.
Obviously, these texts brought her a great deal of delight. Despite that I was working with
a limited number of readers, given their unique qualities, I was certain that my population
contained a great deal of variation.
The next step was to arrange a schedule that would accommodate the readers.
Since the reading sessions would last for approximately two hours, the readers were
encouraged to select a time that would not interfere with homework or other activities.
Paige and Petree agreed to meet on weekends during January, February, and March of
1996. Usually I met with Paige on Saturday mornings; Petree and I read together on
Saturday afternoons. Tiff and Hannah were scheduled for the last week in March through
the end of May. Tiff and I often read together on Sunday mornings, while Hannah
preferred Sunday afternoons. Our schedule was extremely flexible. If we were unable to
meet at the scheduled times, the girls often agreed to meet at a convenient time after school.
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Termination
In the event that my sample of four readers did not result in the saturation of
information (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) or provide a full flavor for the reading experience, 1
planned to add additional readers from the 12 girls interviewed. If satisfied that the sample
population of four readers supplied sufficient information, I would terminate the collection
of data with four readers.
Methods Used for Data Collection
In advance of data collection, the format used for eliciting response required
consideration. According to Beach (1985), a written format fosters an interpretive
response while an oral/taped format fosters an engaged or autobiographical response.
Since a lively discussion about the reading experience seemed more consistent with what I
had observed (i.e., girls talking about their books), I was drawn to the oral/taped format.
Another aspect regarding the format that required attention was when to elicit response.
Beach (1985) recommended that readers respond (orally or in writing) "while reading"
(p. 124), whereas Goodman, Watson, and Burke (1987) suggested that readers respond to
a cohesive text (i.e., at the end of a chapter or book) to allow for a more holistic
interpretation.
In the early stages of the inquiry, I followed the recommendation of Beach and had
the reader respond to short pieces of text. This process seemed to produce a series of quick
summaries and predictions (e.g., She's mad at her boyfriend. I think she'll leave him.).
Some of this immediacy was interesting, but the data generated when the reader had the
benefit of a full chapter went beyond a quick summary or prediction of events to a more
interpretive or contextualized response. After two sessions, I determined that a
chapter-by-chapter response would prove more fruitful and continued with that format
throughout the study.
Since I did not intend to enter into the oral response sessions with a set of
predetermined questions, each event became a form of "unstandardized interview" (Berg,
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1995, p. 32). As described by Berg, the unstandardized interview begins with the
assumption that the researcher "does not know in advance what all of the necessary
questions are. . . . Interviews must develop, adapt, and generate questions and follow-up
probes appropriate to the given situation" (p. 32). For the purposes of my research, I
decided to encourage response at three levels: a summary of the reading at a literal level, an
interpretation of events, motivations, or characterizations within the text, and a connection
(or contextualization) of the reading experience to the lives of the readers.
Eliciting Response
In response to "doing what comes naturally" (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 187), the
first reading session with each of the readers involved a trip to the bookstore to select a
text. My only criterion was that reader select a popular young adult horror novel.
Interestingly, each of the readers chose a text written by the same author, Christopher Pike.
Given that all of the readers claimed to read in this genre frequently and were
allowed to self-select their texts, I went into the study under the false assumption that the
readers would not have a problem with the literal aspects of the text. Having the readers
summarize the chapter after reading it silently allowed me to determine whether the reader
and I had a shared understanding. Through the brief chapter summaries, I realized that the
reading material, often confusing readers, went well beyond their knowledge or
experiential base. When I sensed confusion, I posed questions that would uncover
possible misunderstandings or misinterpretations at the literal level.
Many times the readers would summarize a chapter by sequencing the events.
Following this type of summarization, I would often ask questions such as, "Let's talk
about Sasha. Do you like her?" or "Did you get the impression that Herb and Sammie were
popular?" These types of questions allowed me to glimpse the reader's interpretations of
characters or situations that were relevant yet went beyond the literal text. Each of the
readers volunteered interpretations of her reading on a fairly regular basis without being
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cued. This information was often based on assumptions from what they understood to be
common knowledge in their social worlds or a result of personal experience.
Asking the readers to contextualize their reading experience was the most artificial
aspect of eliciting response. Rarely did the readers volunteer this type of response without
a cue. However, by cueing, I was able to gain valuable information about the social and
cultural contexts of the readers. Since this type of information was crucial to my
understandings, I do not apologize for the fact that it was, to a certain extent, contrived. In
any type of literature study where the reader's response is valued, the contextualization of
the reading experience would be regarded as a viable form of response. The point that
could be argued is that the impetus for contextualization often was the result of a deliberate
effort to draw' this type of response.
After the reader had the opportunity to provide an initial response, three level cueing
promoted a range of responses that were useful in the interpretation and analysis of data.
Despite my original intention to follow the reader, occasionally I did lead the discussion.
In addition to audio taping the reading sessions, I jotted notes with regard to the
content of the conversations, my initial impressions of the reader's interpretations, and
questions that emerged while reading or discussing the text. The notes served as a guide to
in-process inquiry as well as providing a backup for the audio taping. I also found
"analytic memos" (Delamont, 1992, p. 54) helpful when used in conjunction with field
notes. They guided the inquiry in a holistic sense by providing a space to reflect on salient
themes and patterns that were emerging in the data, to rethink my role as principal
investigator, to address the value related issues, and to identify areas that were muddled
and in need of clarification.
The Final Interview
The last phase in data collection was the final interview. This was scheduled
approximately one week after completing the text to allow time for reviewing the data and
identifying areas that needed further attention (Berg, 1995; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). At this
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point in the inquiry, I had worked with the readers for approximately two months. Given
the length of time and the number of contact hours, we were able to "read" one another
quite well. Any questions that were deferred previously due to the uncertainties in our
relationship safely emerged in this final conversation. For Paige, Petree, Tiff, and
Hannah, it signified the end of a project (and a check for $70). For me, it signified the next
formal phase in the inquiry: data analysis.
Data Analysis
To facilitate the emergent design and the grounding of theory, data analysis begins
with the first data collected (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In qualitative studies, the mode of
analysis cannot be predetermined; rather, the process evolves as data are collected. Some
of Delamont's (1992) "Basic Rules" (p. 151) for data analysis include preliminary analysis,
generating themes while collecting data, coding data densely, reflecting on the course of the
inquiry, recording the whys as well as the whats and wheres, and reading methodological
literature to inform the inquiry.
Although there are some highly structured designs for the content analysis of
reader-response studies, some recommendations that Beach (1985) offered appeared
open-ended-consistent with the principles of naturalistic inquiry. For example, Beach
drew attention to the danger of imposing predetermined categories on the data emphasizing
that they had the potential to "limit understanding of the complexities of response" (p. 125).
However, in the event that they emerged from the data and were skillfully interpreted,
Beach approved their use. Another strategy that Beach offered for content analysis was
rereading data numerous times from a variety of different perspectives, thereby allowing
the researcher to "inductively intuit certain consistent patterns or strategies" (p. 125).
Throughout data collection, I was transcribing tapes, rereading notes, and gaining a
sense for the readers and texts. Following data collection, my research questions had
changed. The new emphasis was to examine the ideological content of the texts and
determine if, or in what ways, readers were impacted. In addition, I needed to consider
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social understandings that readers brought to their interpretations of texts. Given the
amount of data to interpret, four sets of interviews, approximately 280 pages of
single-spaced material, and four separate texts totaling 903 pages, I realized that analysis
was likely to be a taxing process.
Questionable Considerations
As the focus of the inquiry shifted from the appeal of the texts to a critical
examination of the data, so did the theoretical framing. As a consequence, many of the
rules of qualitative analysis mentioned previously were disregarded. Rather than allowing
categories or themes to emerge from the data, I superimposed the categories of race, class,
gender, and sexuality. Even claiming to embrace Beach's (1985) method for content
analysis, reading data several times from a variety of perspectives, was suspect in that my
questions demanded a critical examination. At one point, I considered reorganizing
(i.e., cutting and pasting) the chunks of discourse that seemed to fit into a certain category
but decided against this arrangement because the information was so contextually bound
that lifting it seemed counterproductive. Instead, I followed the recommendation of Beach
(1985) and reread the data across the studies many times. Despite this deviation, this
method for analyzing the content of the material seemed the most reasonable in that it
maintained the integrity and fabric of the material.
Dealing With the Complexity of Interpretation and Analysis
To facilitate the processes of interpretation and analysis, I color coded the four
major categories of race, class, gender, and sexuality that surfaced in each of the four
cases. For example, all four of the readers made references to social class both in reference
to the reading and within the context of their lives. After several readings pertaining to
social class, I was able to recognize patterns and salient themes across the cases. By
working within the predetermined categories of race, class, gender, and sexuality as
constructed by the texts, as constructed by the readers, as constructed by me, the inquiry
was taking on social and political dimensions that I was unprepared to tackle. Although I
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viewed the new proportions of the inquiry in a positive light, the analysis seemed
disjointed. What w-as lacking was a way to reference the material across the social
categories.
To find a way to shape and bring meaning to the material, I examined Butler's
(1993) concept of the social regulatory matrix. Situating the data within this
multi-dimensional conceptual frame held the potential to serve as a point of reference for the
data. Due to its complex structuring, data that pertained to race, social class, gender, or
sexuality—from either the perspective of text or reader-could be examined in a way that
rendered visible the rules and regulations as well as the discursive and exclusionary
practices of the social regulatory system. The matrix allowed me to track the movement
that resulted from contradictions or shifting perspectives. It also provided a means for
locating the sites of identification-the center, margins, or contested borders—of both
characters and readers as individuals within a social (and political) context. Adding breadth
and depth to my understandings, Butler's critical discourse, as well as the conceptual
content of her material, proved invaluable in my attempt to interpret and analyze the content
of the data.
Acti ve T exts/Acti ve Readers
The fact that each of the readers had selected a different text, added layers of
complexity to the interpretation and analysis. To gain a sense for the experience, I first
read a chapter of the text followed by a close reading of the transcript that pertained to that
section. Throughout this process, I would note how the author positioned the reader. For
example, did the reader actually view a sexual act, or was the act made known to the reader
through a personal disclosure? I also noted the language used, the narration, and the kinds
of assumptions in the texts that were dependent on mutual understandings.
After gaining a sense for agency of the text, I turned my attention to the reader's
response. In what ways did the text appear to contribute to the reader's interpretations?
When did response seem dependent upon the social or cultural understandings of the
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reader? Under what circumstances did the reader seem to resist the reading? And, when
and under what circumstances did the reader shift positions or enter into a contradictory’
state? As I teetered my way through the data on a chapter-by-chapter basis, talcing notes,
asking questions, and interpreting the data within an analytical frame, the thought of
presenting the findings in a comprehensible fashion was bewildering.
Presenting the Data
To avoid being accused of providing the readers of this inquiry with no recourse
but to blindly accept or totally reject the findings required that the presentation allow for
individual interpretations. One way to circumvent this take-it or leave-it situation was to
present the data as four separate case studies. Under this format, the texts and
conversations that occurred throughout data collection could be presented as straight
forwardly as possible—an abbreviation of raw data. Although I could not claim objectivity
in this presentation, at least this format would allow for multiple interpretations before
being subjected to an admittedly subjective interpretation and analysis. To realize this goal,
linear and sequential methods were employed: a synopsis of the text followed by related
conversation. This method would enable the readers of the study to grasp what it was that
readers were responding to as well as provide a sense for the texts, the respondents, the
researcher, and the context for how certain chunks of discourse came into being.
I tried to present the texts and conversations generated by the reading experience in
a way that would allow for independent interpretations. Although I regretted leaving data
behind, I also had a responsibility to accentuate data that would inform the research
questions. Finding the balance in representing readers and texts, given my intentions, was
an extremely subjective process. Throughout the distillation, I referred back to the original
transcripts to determine whether pertinent data had been excluded because it appeared
unrelated or insignificant on initial appraisal or because it ran counter to my subjective
efforts.
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Categories and the Question of Construction
Once the case studies were drafted in a way that would represent both text and
response, 1 began the more taxing process of committing to paper words that would add an
interpretive and analytical perspective to the inquiry'. To accomplish this, 1 worked through
the data to connect the voices to the texts with a hypothetical audience in mind. This meant
teasing apart the strands that pertained to race, class, gender, and sexuality and presenting
them as separate entities. Considering that the categorical distinctions of race, class,
gender, and sexuality were intermingled and overlapping, this process proved to be quite
rigorous. Furthermore, it presented an ethical dilemma in that it called for the interpretation
and analysis of categories constructed through discursive and exclusionary practice as if
they actually existed. Limited by my own discursive practice, I knew of no other means
for an effective representation except by way of this exclusionary procedure.
The Question of Tnangulation
With readers selecting four different texts, I had to find a creative means to
triangulate data. Without having the opportunity to examine how all of the readers
responded to a particular character or a particular event, triangulation was approached with
respect to thematic content. For example, at one point in the data collection, Paige
described what she perceived as the normal course for a woman's life. Although this
pattern was not specifically identified by other readers, there was an indication that the
pattern Paige identified was also embraced by Petree and Hannah. Although realizing
interpretations in these areas were open to criticism, at least to a degree, thematic
tnangulation did appear to satisfy the need to say, "This is not one reader—an isolated
incident. It reveals a tendency." In other instances, the variation in the texts and the
vanations among the readers generated a response that was unique. Much of this
information was included, not because it was representative but because it was interesting.
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Returning to the Research Questions
In drafting chapter eight, it became apparent that the research questions had not
been specifically addressed. To compensate for this oversight, I reexamined the material in
each category in relation to the questions. The first attempt to present the findings by
question was in a sequential and linear fashion. This approach produced an artificial
question/answer format. My dissatisfaction eventually led to a reconsideration of how to
attend to this aspect of the inquiry.
After careful consideration, I realized that part of the solution was already in place.
At the end of each section addressing race, class, gender, and sexuality in chapter eight (the
analysis and interpretation of data), I had included a political commentary. To resolve the
issue regarding the questions, I deconstructed the four commentaries on race, class,
gender, and sexuality. Then, to provide information pertaining to the research questions, I
braided the applicable material with my political comments. This method placed the
relevance of the questions within a socio-political context. In contrast to the sequential and
linear method, this form of expression seemed more consistent with the nature of the
inquiry in that it was messy, murky, undeniably subjective, and seemingly unstable.
Questions of Redundancy and Saturation
This way of presenting the data led to chapter eight is being somewhat redundant in
that it reorganizes material from the case studies into subthemes within the imposed
categories of race, class, gender, and sexuality. Given my purposes, this redundancy was
unavoidable for several reasons: First was the application of critical theory (the data had be
reconstructed within a critical frame); second, was the question of thematic triangulation
within each subcategory; and third, the categories of race, class, gender, and sexuality
overlap in life and in the analysis (e.g., a major theme in gender-heterosexual rom ancewas also a cornerstone of sexuality). A fourth reason for redundancy could be
consideration for the reader who could not read the text from cover to cover in one sitting.
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Despite the countless hours of research, the piles of raw and distilled data, and the
time invested in interpretation and analysis, 1 was dubious about the findings. Had 1
undercut the process and arrived too quickly at understanding without allowing for
complexity and contradiction? Had I found too much satisfaction in finding what I was
looking for? Needless to say, this reluctance to lay out my original blueprint sent me back
to the literature, back to the raw data, back to a reexamination of myself, and back to what
most closely resembled the reality of the readers' reading experiences. This doubt not only
delayed the writing process but created havoc at the very moment that the inquiry was
supposed to be coming together. Both fortunately and unfortunately, the final overview
became another site for contestation.
Conclusion
This chapter provided a glimpse into the maze of methodological considerations that
started well before the collection of data and continued through the presentation of findings.
The four chapters that follow are abbreviated versions of text and response from the
reading sessions. Chapter eight, the analysis and interpretation of data, pulls the four texts
and readers from the cases and recasts them within a critical frame. This allows for an
examination of the ideological content of the novels, it adds substantiation to the social and
cultural understandings that the readers brought to the reading, and it discusses the notion
of ideological socialization.

CHAPTER IV
PAIGE: A READER'S RESPONSE
The Reader
Paige described her life as comfortable. Prior to living in the Wheaton area two
years ago (population of approximately 50,000), Paige had lived in a suburb of a major city
in Indiana. She lived in a nuclear family with her biological parents and her younger sister.
To provide some context for the family's economic status, her mother is a college professor
at the University of Wheaton, while her father recently passed the bar exam and entered an
established law firm. Paige stated that she has been able to make many friends at Prairie
Middle School located near her home (one of three middle schools in Wheaton). At the
time of the study, Paige was in the eighth grade.
The Text
Paige selected Christopher Pike's ( 1992a) Chain Letter 2: The Ancient Evil to read
for the study. In this book, a group of friends begin to receive chain letters from a
mysterious Caretaker. They are instructed to either follow the instructions in the letter or be
"horribly killed" (p. 21). What they don't realize is that if they follow the instructions
specified in the letter they will be placed in Satan's box and become the subjects of eternal
damnation. The chain letters are especially horrifying to this group of friends since, in an
earlier book, the group thought the Caretaker was laid to rest with the death of their friend,
Neil.
The original round of chain letters had begun after the group was driving in the
desert one night without their lights on and had run over a man. Rather than reporting the
incident to the police for fear that Tony, the driver of the vehicle, would be incarcerated,
they buried the man in an unmarked grave and kept his death a secret. Shortly after, they
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began receiving threatening letters. All indications were that Neil, a friend dying of
cancer, had reached the point of insanity and had initiated the violence. As the new round
of letters circulate among the group in Chain Letter 2: The Ancient Evil (Pike, 1992a), the
group is challenged with finding the identity of the Caretaker and putting an end to the evil.
The following section recounts Paige's response to this text.
The Response
Fran Darey was working at McDonald's during her summer vacation. With college
a few weeks away, her mind was on the future:
She was never going to work in a fast-food joint again. The job didn't
allow her to use her full physical and mental potential. Heck, she was going to
college in a few weeks. She was going to get straight A's and graduate in four
years and make the world a better place. (Pike, 1992a, p. 1)
Fran's life began to unravel when she received a threatening chain letter.
My Dearest,
You thought you knew me, but you did not. You thought I was your friend,
but I am not. I am the real Caretaker, and 1 am going to take care o f you.
Listen closely. (Pike, 1992a, p. 3)
Paige: Well, it sounds good so f a r . . . . [The chain letter] scared her because i t . . .
sounded like it happened before.. . . No one listened until it was too late.
The plot shifted to reveal the tension in the relationship of Alison Parker and Tony
Hunt. During the initial episode, Alison was wrapped in her pink bath towel wishing she
had sex with Tony before they started fighting. This contention stemmed from Alison's
desire to attend a prestigious college in New York. Alison acknowledged that a
long-distance romance would be difficult to maintain, but tried to convince Tony that she
would remain faithful to him (Pike, 1992a).
Knowing that Alison had always wanted to become a famous actress, but
unconvinced that their love could endure the pressures of time and distance, Tony
encouraged Alison to attend a less-reputable school within commuting distance. With her
face "suddenly not so soft" (Pike, 1992a, p. 13), Alison made her intentions very clear to
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Tony: "I have to go" (p. 14). At this point, Tony walked out, leaving the argument
unresolved.
Betty: . . . What kind of a person is Alison?
Paige: It says that she's . . . pretty and she was popular and Tony was her
boyfriend.
Betty: Do you remember how the author introduces Alison? . . .
Paige: She's pacing back and forth and she's wearing a towel on her head and a
towel around her midsection but nothing e lse .. . . It seems like she gets mad pretty
easily.. . . They like each other but it seems like they got into a lot of fights
because right now they're fighting about where they should go to college. . . . It
seems like Alison, she wants to go to New York, . . . but he wants her to go to
UCLA.
Betty: Why does he want her at UCLA?
Paige: Because then she wouldn't be so far apart, and they could be together, and
he doesn't want her to . . . find another guy.
Betty: What do you think about that?
Paige: Um, I don't know.
Betty: Who does it seem is more into the relationship right now?
Paige: I think Tony d o es.. . . She thinks that he is trying to make her feel guilty
about going there and not staying at UCLA. She said that "you don't put much
stock into my loyalty do you?" And then she [said], "What do you think I am, a
slut?". . . I don't think he meant that. I think he meant something else.
Betty: So she misunderstood what he was saying?
Paige: Yeah.
Parting on unfriendly terms with Tony, Alison headed to Brenda Paxson's house.
As Alison pulled into her driveway, Brenda was watering the lawn in her "ass-kissing
black shorts that showed off her lithe figure" (Pike, 1992a, p. 16). Rather than planning to
attend college, Brenda had entered the adult world of work. Her parents were experiencing
financial problems and needed her support. As the girls prepared to go shopping, Alison
commented on her strained relations with Tony. Brenda offered the following advice:
"You have to think about yourself," Brenda said. . . .
"You'll be mad as hell at Tony and yourself for ruining your big
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chance. . . . Take my advice . . . and go to New York and find a new boyfriend
there."
"We're going to be in love dozens of times before it's all over." (Pike,
1992a, p. 18)
Betty: What do you think of [Brenda's] advice?
Paige: I don't think I'd forget about Tony, but I'd say th a t. . . you could see other
guys.
Betty: But she shouldn't let her relationship with Tony get in the way of going to
college?
Paige: No.
The conversation between friends was interrupted by a call from Fran. Upset by
the contents and tone of the chain letter, Fran asked that Alison and Brenda come over
immediately. Neither Alison nor Brenda were prepared to deal with the dilemma facing
Fran: "Drown your puppy tonight" (Pike, 1992a, p. 22) or be "horribly killed" (p. 23).
Quick to dismiss the situation as a prank, Brenda lashed out at Fran, "Why didn't you
throw this thing away when you got it and not bother us with it? We've got stuff to do.
We've got to go shopping" (p. 23). Alison, in contrast, contemplated the seriousness of
Fran's situation.
Betty: So what do you think of these characters so far? Which ones do you like?
Paige: I think I like Alison because she kind of like wants to go on and see what's
happening, but Brenda . . . doesn't really seem to c a re .. . . And I think I kind of
like Fran because she acts like Alison. . ..
Betty: Do you think [Fran's] going to drown her dog?
Paige: Well, she's not. . . . She wouldn't do it or anything like that. . . .
Meanwhile, Tony met Sasha in the local mall. "Her hair was . . . an odd maroon
so deep red it was almost black. . . . Her face was pale, but cute freckles played around her
shapely nose and her innocent dimples." (Pike, 1992a, p. 29) Following a brief
introductory conversation, Sasha offered Tony her telephone number and left him an open
invitation to stop by her apartment for a "deep-tissue massage" (p. 32).
Paige: Sasha seems too innocent, the way she acts. She's . . . too nice or
something.
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Betty: But when she talks about giving him that massage, is that too nice?
Paige: Well, usually when you're like talking . . . to someone that you just meet
right then, you usually don't offer them a massage or anything like that. . . . It
seems like, it is so easy to talk to Sasha. . . . It's different with Alison, because
they always get into fights.. . . It comes naturally [for Tony] to talk to her.
With Sasha's phone number in his pocket, Tony dropped by to see his fnend Kipp.
In addition to his rather odd appearance, "a big nose, and even bigger ears, which made
him appear silly" (Pike, 1992a, p. 33), Kipp, Brenda's boyfriend, had a scholarship to
attend MIT. Since Kipp's parents owned a small family business and worked all day, he
cared for Leslie, his younger sister. In reference to Leslie, Tony remarked, "Cute" (p. 34)
Kipp added, "Yeah. Too bad we can't bottle it and sell it" (p. 35). Tony and Kipp then
discussed the problems they were experiencing with their girlfriends:
"Did you see Alison today?"
"Yeah."
"How was it?"
"How was what?" Tony asked . . .
"The sex "
"We didn't have sex."
"Why not?" Kipp asked.
"We don't have sex every time we get together. I'm sure you and Brenda
don't either."
"Yeah, but we have an excuse."
"What's that?" Tony asked.
"Brenda isn't attracted to me." . . .
"We are going through a rough period right n o w ". . .
"I think it's because she doesn't like me anymore."
"I know the feeling," Tony mumbled. . . .
"Is Ali still going to New York?"
"Looks like it."
"What a bitch. You're better off without her." (Pike, 1992a, pp. 35-36)
When Kipp realized how painful this experience was for Tony, he softened his
remarks by adding that "Alison's a great girl" (Pike, 1992a, p. 37) and that she loved him.
Embarrassed by his feelings, Tony admitted that he was afraid of losing Alison, then added
his philosophy on love and relationships: "You don't leave the one you love, not for any
reason" (p. 37).
Betty: .. . What kind of impression did you get of Kipp?
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Paige: That he's a really nice guy and he had a big nose and big ears. . . . He may
seem kind of weird looking at first but he's like really nice, and then he started
talking about his little sister.. . . He got along with his sister.
Betty: Was there anything that they said about Kipp that wasn't so nice? Did you
get a bad impression of Kipp at all or just a good impression?
Paige: Not really. Pretty good. . . .
Betty: Just a nice g u y .. .. How' about the way he talks about Brenda?
Paige: It sounds like Brenda doesn't really like him that much and they're not
really like as close as they used to be or something. He said that she might not like
him anymore. . . .
Betty: Do you . . . feel sorry for him? . . .
Paige: Well, kind of. I mean it's like he says they were like really close or
whatever and then all of a sudden she's like not really talking to him as much
anymore. . . .
Betty: O k ay .. . . They're talking about little sister now. . . . "Too bad we can't
bottle it and sell it." What does he want to bottle and sell?
Paige: His sister. . . .
Betty: What is it about the little sister that they like so much?
Paige: Well, she's cute and stuff like that. . . . Sounds just like no problems.
Betty: No problems. How do these guys talk about th e ir. . . girlfriends?
Paige: Really different from how they talk about his little sister. [Alison and
Brenda] seem kind of mean compared to Leslie, the way they act and stuff.
They're n o t. . . exactly cute the way they act and everything.
Betty: Tony and Kipp are talking about Alison going off to New York. Is that the
way you feel? If she really loved him she'd stay?
Paige: Well, not really because she has a right to go to whatever college she wants
to. . . .
Betty: Even if she really loves him?
Paige: Even if she does, she doesn't have to stay there just because he wants her
to. . . . If he really loved her, he should let her do that because it's what she's
doing with her life. . . . It's her career.
Alison called Kipp's house to find out whether Tony or Kipp had sent the chain
letter to Fran as a practical joke. The boys denied any involvement in the matter, but were
concerned about Fran's safety (Pike, 1992a).
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Betty: And what are Kipp and Tony thinking about this?
Paige: Well, Kipp was . . . laughing about it and says if Fran kills her puppy then
she wouldn't be in as much danger. . . . Tony says . . . when Kipp is . . . really
serious or scared, [he] j u s t . . . laughs about it, but not like as it being funny. . . .
Betty: Somebody died the other day, and for some reason . . . 1 felt like my face
might not have looked sad.
Paige: Yeah, I know what you're saying. Well, like when my great aunt d ie d ,. . .
I didn't really seem sad. . . . I was kind of like laughing inside, but I wasn't
meaning to. . . . I didn't really feel sad until . . . afterwards I guess.
Betty: Yeah, it's strange how things make us feel.
Paige: I was talking to [my friend] about th a t,. . . I was seeing if someone felt the
same way as I did, and she said she did too. But when I was talking to my
sister . . . she said that she didn't. . . . She kind of looked at me strange like,
"Okay, whatever."
With Kipp and Tony eliminated as possible pranksters, Joan Zuchlensky, another
friend listed in the letter, was the only other member of the group who had not been
contacted. Alison was reluctant to call her because of Joan's prior involvement with Tony.
According to Alison, Joan held a grudge against her for "stealing" (Pike, 1992a, p.24)
Tony away from her. Alison failed to understand Joan's reasoning; according to Tony,
"He hadn't even made out with Joan" (p. 24). Tony hadn't been entirely honest with
Alison regarding his feelings for Joan or about the nature of their relationship. In fact, he
considered Joan so "gorgeously gross" (p. 42) that he was intimidated by her. Tony
agreed to call Joan, but was unable to reach her.
Fran did not drown her puppy as the letter requested and, concerned for her
well-being, Alison offered to spend a few nights with her. Fran declined the offer,
however, because she "snored like a bear" (Pike, 1992a, p. 53) and was embarrassed to
have overnight guests. When the dreaded Thursday passed without incident, Fran attended
a party downtown. On her way home, Fran was decapitated in an automobile accident.
Alison had a strange dream foreshadowing Fran's death:

61

She was in a wide open space but felt claustrophobic. The air pulsed in
nauseating patterns of red and purple lig h t.. . . There was also a haze of smoke that
stank of rotten eggs. But most of all was her intense feeling of despair . . .
As Alison listened in her dream, she thought she could hear the distant wails
of people in torment. Their faint cries came to her through the din of the throbbing
and were so twisted they could have been the sounds of animals being tortured to
death. . . . Above all else, she wished to God she could be anywhere but where she
was. (Pike, 1992, p. 54)
Betty: Okay, what were the dreams like?
Paige: The color purple reminded me of the chain letter envelope, and she like
heard people wailing and crying.. . . After . . . I read the part that said she
d ie d ,. . . well, the dream . . . is warning her . . . that Fran is going to die. . . .
[Then] Alison . . . was talking to the police officer about how she died and . . . that
they found her head in the bushes.
Betty: What did that do for you?
Paige: Nothing, it was kind of disgusting b u t. ..
Betty: Did you like that part?
Paige: Well, I kind of thought it was funny that they found her head in the bushes.
. . . Well, I kind of laughed in my mind, not that it was funny that she died,
b u t. . . she is driving along and she hits a tree and her head falls off in a b u sh ... .
Betty: When you get to a part like that, is it n eat?. . . Part of the anticipation,
getting to the bloody, gory—
Paige: Yeah. . . .
Betty: Why do you think the author tells us that she snores? . . . I find that very
curious, don't you?
Paige: I think it is funny. I think it is funny when a young girl snores. Usually
only seventy year old grandpas snore. . . .
Betty: Do you think she should have [killed her dog]?
Paige: Maybe. If she would have killed her dog, she wouldn't have been
k illed ,. . . but something else could have happened to her.
Betty: So, she still would have been in danger even if she would have killed her
dog?
Paige: Yeah. She wouldn't have died now, but—
The day following Fran's death, the "surviving members of the ill-fated gang"
(Pike, 1992a, p. 60) met to discuss strategies for dealing with the Caretaker. Since Joan
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was camping in the mountains when Fran received the chain letter, the following
description served as Joan's entry point into the text.
She wasn't dressed in her usual leather and metal style. Her platinum hair
was short and unadorned, almost as white as her T-shirt. She had on blue jeans, a
shade too much lipstick, but a pound less make-up than when she was in school.
Her voice sounded tough as ever, though. (Pike, 1992a, p. 61)
Betty: So what do we know about Joan?
Paige: It seems like she is kind o f . . . the wild type . . . because of how' she
dresses. She wears a leather jacket or whatever—her hair. . . .
Betty: Did that surprise you?
Paige: Kind of, because she didn't seem like the kind that would go hiking in the
mountains . . .
Betty: What kind of people go hiking in the mountains?
Paige: Normal people. She doesn't sound like the people that I've seen doing that.
. .. Well, like a regular person you know? They just don't look like her I guess.
They don't wear leather jackets and dye their hair w h ite.. ..
Betty: Okay, talking about norm al,. .. who dresses normal?
Paige: Well, Alison is norm al. . .
Kipp, the next person on the list, disclosed that he has received correspondence
from the Caretaker requesting that he bum his sister's arm (Pike, 1992a).
Paige: He wouldn't do that because he is really close to her and it is out of the
question for him.
It is clear by the tone of the meeting that there was dissension among the group
members. Most felt that Fran's death was an accident that just happened to coincide with
the Caretaker's threat; whereas Alison suspected foul play and wanted to contact the
authorities. Tony was the first one to reject Alison's idea fearing that any disclosure might
link him to the death of the man in the desert. "You know what I love? I love it that out of
everyone in this group, you're the one who's making this suggestion" (Pike, 1992a,
p. 68). Joan reiterated Tony's stance in her remarks to Alison: "You don't care what
happens to your own boyfriend. You're just interested in saving your own skin" (pp. 68-
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69). Even though the group regarded Fran's death as an accident, as a precautionary
measure they suggested that Kipp leave town and not tell anyone of his whereabouts.
Betty: What is the problem between Alison and Joan?
Paige: It doesn't really seem like they get along very well. I mean . . . they are
yelling at each other and everything.. . . Joan seems like she is mad at Alison.
Betty: Why would Joan be mad?
Paige: Maybe because Joan thinks that Alison took Tony from h e r.. . . Joan said
that Alison stole her boyfriend and I didn't actually think that Tony was Joan's
boyfriend. He never actually said that. I mean, it just said that they were good
friends.
Betty: Yeah, but he almost had sex with her. That is a good friendship.
Paige: Yeah.
Betty: But if Alison was mad at Joan, it was probably Joan's fault?
Paige: Yeah.
After the meeting Alison was distraught. Her friends were finding it difficult to
believe that Fran's death was the work of the Caretaker, and Tony accused her of betraying
him. Upset by the death of Fran and her problematic relationship, Alison experienced a
"heavy heart" (Pike, 1992a, p. 81).
Betty: Has Alison gone astray somehow? Has she done something wrong?
Paige: Well, it doesn't sound like she's done anything to Tony. . . . It didn't say
that. I don't think she understands what he is feeling.
At this point, Alison met a mysterious person (a transformed Neil) who caught
Alison off-guard by his knowledge of the chain letters. "Alison's head was spinning. She
had come to this spot by chance. She had only met this guy by chance. Yet he knew of
her worst fears" (Pike, 1992a, p. 86).
"What am I suffering from now?" she asked carefully.
"Lack of love. It's always the cause of suffering."
She thought of Tony and their unfulfilled love, and her heart ached. "That's
true," she whispered, (p. 86)
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Overwhelmed by Fran's death and knowing that her other friends were in danger,
Alison asked for his advice. He explained to Alison that the letters represented an ancient
evil and, although difficult, the chain could be broken "with love" (Pike, 1992a, p. 86):
You have asked for help, and someone will come. Trust this person. But
beyond this you must trust what's in your heart. The letters come from a place
where there is no heart. There is only pain. None of you must go to that
place. . . .
But this Caretaker has already killed one of us," she said. "How can 1 stop
him from killing more of us?"
"Dying is not so bad as being put in the box." (pp. 86-87)
Betty: . . . How do you think she interprets that? "The only way you can break
the chain is with love" . . .
Paige: I guess if she loves Tony it will break the chain.
Betty: So, what do you think?
Paige: Think about what?
Betty: Love. Do you think that love will really solve all of Alison's problems?
Paige: Yeah.
Betty: I mean, when you are reading this, does it sound right to you? Does it
sound like good advice?
Paige: Yeah. It sounds right.
Betty: I mean, when you are reading this you're not thinking, "This sounds like a
bunch of garbage."
Paige: No. It makes sense. . . .
Following her meeting with the stranger, Alison was approached by Eric, an
amateur sleuth, who offered his services in solving the mystery. Knowing that she must
trust her feelings, Alison confided in Eric and explained the series of events leading to
Fran's death. Together, they began the work of determining the identity of the Caretaker
(Pike, 1992a).
Tony, convinced that Alison no longer loved him, called Sasha and accepted an
invitation to stop by her apartment. That evening, while Sasha was massaging his back,
Tony started to dream: "He was in a vacuum of blackness. Yet the sulfuric fumes had

65
thickened. He felt himself smothering and prayed for it to end, b u t. . . he was in a place
where prayers were no longer heard" (Pike, 1992a, p. 114). As his dream continued, he
could see Kipp lying on the bed at his aunt's house in Burbank. When Kipp heard noises
coming from the garage, Tony could see Kipp going out to investigate. Although Tony
tried to warn Kipp, he was unable to communicate his fears. As Kipp entered the garage,
Tony's nightmare intensified:
A wave of liquid came flying out of the dark directly at Kipp. In a moment
he was drenched. .. . Kipp hardly had a second to register what was happening
before a wooden match flared to life . . .
The shadowy figure tossed the burning match toward K ip p .. . . It landed in
the puddle at his feet. Kipp stared down at the tiny orange flame, amazed, but only
for a second, before he was transformed into a human torch. The flames whipped
up his legs all the way to his hair, and the scream that poured out of Kipp's throat
rent Tony's heart. . . .
Kipp fell to his blackened knees, and his screams began to die as the flesh
surrounding his mouth was peeled away in crisp layers. (Pike, 1992a, p. 116)
Tony awoke and called Kipp at his aunt's house to make sure that he was safe.
Though surprised that Tony knew where to reach him, Kipp assured Tony that everything
was fine. Sasha, curious about the phone call, used her sexuality to get Tony to talk about
Kipp's whereabouts and the chain letters:
Sasha took his hand again and pulled him onto the bed and kissed him some
more. These kisses were softer, slower, like the strokes of her massaging fingers .
.. She scratched her fingernails across his hard belly.
"Tell me your long story," she whispered.
"You don't want to hear it."
"But I d o ." .. . She nibbled on his ear with her wet teeth. "I want to make
you happy."
Tony began to talk. (Pike, 1992a, p. 120)
Paige: It seems like someone might die . . . because [Tony] has that d ream ... .
Alison had a dream like that before Fran d ie d .. . . In a way they were different but
they both had those parts where they heard cries and they were seeing colors. . . .
They both heard cries in the distance. In Alison's she heard . . . animals being
tortured, but Tony's sounded more like hum ans.. . . There is all that steam so
maybe it is really hot.
Betty: . . . What does it smell like?
Paige: A thick smoke and then Alison's dream . . . it smelled like rotten eggs or
something.
Betty’: Have you ever heard of a place like this or does anything come to
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mind? . . .
Paige: There are places that you can compare to that, I mean, maybe they are not
quite as bad. . . . It just seems like when another person gets a chain letter,
someone else is going to have a certain dream . . . and that is . . . how Kipp might
die. . . . So then [Tony] wakes up and . . . sees Sasha lying next to him. . . .
Betty: Let's talk about Sasha. Do you like her?
Paige: No. . . . She's pushy. You can tell that Tony didn't really want her to do
what she was wanting him to do because he started to protest but she just said, "It's
o k a y .. .. This will make it better." But actually it won't because it's ruining
Tony's relationship with Alison. . . . Sasha is trying to make him think that he
doesn't need Alison anymore.
Betty: Why do you think [Sasha] would do that?
Paige: Would it be because she likes Tony? Like, maybe she wants Tony or
something. . . . I don't really think that she does.
Brenda called Alison in the middle of the night to tell her that Kipp had been burned
to death. As the next person on the Caretaker's list, Brenda anticipated that she would be
receiving her letter in the morning. Alison organized another meeting and invited Eric, the
teenage detective, to attend. As the meeting opened, Brenda read the request that she
received from the Caretaker: "Cut off your trigger finger and give it to Joan with her letter"
(Pike, 1992a, p. 126).
Paige: Brenda is supposed to cut off her trigger finger and give it to Joan with the
letter. . . .
Betty: Think she'll do it?
Paige: No. . . . Actually, Brenda might do that.
Betty: Why? Why would Brenda be different?
Paige: Well, she knew that all that was happening . . . and maybe she thought that
if she tried that, something else would happen. . . . She won't get killed but
something else would happen so we can find out what that was.
The tension among the friends was heightened by Eric's presence. Fearing that
Eric's involvement would lead others to discover that he killed and buried a man in the
desert, Tony was extremely upset with Alison. Tony left the meeting and returned to his
car where Sasha was waiting (Pike, 1992a).
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Paige: Tony won't even talk to Alison. . . . Tony brought Sasha and she sat in the
car the whole time and then he ran off because he thought that Eric and [Alison]
were gonna go to the police.. . . Alison followed. . . . She tried to talk to him but
he got really mad at her and called some names and he spit on her. Disgusting.
And he told her what he did with Sasha. He said, "Now we're even or
something," but they're not even.
Betty: What was it about Sasha that struck Alison as being unusual? Anything?
Paige: At the end of the chapter she said that she thought that Sasha put him under
a spell. . . . 1 think she thought that Tony loved h e r,. . . well he did, but he doesn't
think that Alison does, so why should he encourage it?
Betty: It sounds like Alison sort of has a feeling for Sasha. . . .
Paige: Well, I kind of have a feeling about Sasha. . . . Whenever she's with Tony
if he doesn't want to do something, she just kind of coaxes him into doing it, like
magic or something.
Betty: So she has power?
Paige: Yeah. She's like strong, mind-wise. Not like muscle or whatever . . .
Betty: Is that unusual?
Paige: Usually it's the other way around. . . . A guy overpowers the girl. . . .
Betty: Talks the girl into doing stuff?
Paige: Yeah, that's usually . . . what you hear about.
Betty: Is th a t.. . when you're talking about horror novels or life?
Paige: Life. . . .
Betty: How vast do you think [Sasha's] power is? . . .
Paige: She always knows what he's thinking.
Betty: Is that just part of being a girl? Girls just have those feelings . . . or are we
talking about a power that is more than that?
Paige: I think a little more, but not much.
As Eric and Alison continued their investigation, they discovered the name of the
man in the desert: Jim Whiting. According to his widow, who was willing to share her
story' with Alison and Eric, Jim had gotten romantically involved with Jane Clemens, a
young member of a satanic occult. Mrs. Whiting described the warehouse where the occult
held their meetings: "It stank in there beyond belief. There was dried blood everywhere,
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and blood that was not so dry. Animal entrails and skins lay everywhere." (Pike, 1992a,
p. 141). As Mrs. Whiting continued her story she explained that Jane eventually killed Jim
as part of an elaborate occult ritual in order to gain physical mortality, then took her own
life. "She had committed suicide by falling on a propped-up knife in her own bedroom,
. . . with black candles burning and pentagons painted in her own blood drawn all over her
naked body" (p. 143).
Shortly after Jane's body was embalmed, it disappeared from the mortuary.
Although Mrs. Whiting appreciated knowing what had happened to her husband's body,
she assured Alison that Jim was already dead at the time Tony ran over his body in the
desert.
Paige: We've been getting a lot of new clues and stuff. . . . It's weird.
Betty: Did you get the stuff about the occult?
Paige: Y e ah ... . They like pick someone and, that guy Jim, it seems like [Jane]
didn't love him. She just picked h im .. . . She acted like she just wanted to mess
him up . . . some kind of like ritual or something. . . . She wanted people's souls
. . . and then she killed herself because she thought she could come back to life .. .
. And then I liked the part when her body was gone and they didn't even get to bury
it.
Betty: Do you know much about the occult?
Paige: No. . . . I've never really been interested in it.
Betty: Has this book made you more interested in it or less interested?
Paige: Kind of, but not like I'd ever really want to do that stuff. . . .
Betty: What did you think about all the animal [sacrifices]?
Paige: Disgusting. . . . I'm just thinking about som ething.. . . I think that Sasha
has tricked Tony. She's gonna do . . . to Tony what [Jane] did to Jim.
On their way to Jane's house, Alison and Eric stopped to check on Brenda Alison
found her friend in bed drunk and bleeding. Brenda had performed her service for the
Caretaker
It looked as if she was missing her right index finger.
"Brenda!" Alison cried. "How could you do that to yourself?"
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Brenda sat up, her face a mask of fury and fear. "How could I save my
life? It wasn't hard. 1 got drunk enough and got a knife that was sharp enough and
cut it off. Then 1 put the finger in an envelope with the chain letter and —"
Alison felt nauseous. "You didn't have to do it."
Brenda grabbed her arm with her left hand. "The hell I didn't! I tell you
this Caretaker isn't human. He goes where he wants. He does what he wants.
You saw what he did to Kipp. What would he have done to me? Sawed me up
into little pieces? It was better to lose just one piece and have it done with."
Alison shook her head miserably. "But you're in [Satan's] box now."
"Who cares about his goddamn box?" . . .
.. . Fran had loved her puppy more than anything. Kipp had loved his
sister more than anybody. And Brenda loved herself, her body—she was incredibly
vain. But her vanity had now taken a serious blow. For the rest of her life she
would be disfigured. (Pike, 1992a, pp. 151-152)
Paige: . . . It says that Brenda was really vain. So that's probably why she did it.
Betty: Why she did it? Or why that punishment was chosen for her?
Paige: Why that punishment was chosen for her. . . .
Betty: What would Brenda have had to do—
Paige: In order to stay alive? She probably would have had to have been more like
Alison.
Betty: Which is Paige: Not so vain, and not go off and just leave her boyfriend, and she would
have to do anything for someone. . . .
Knowing that there was nothing that she could do for Brenda, Alison got back into
the car with Eric to continue their investigation. The next step was to learn more about Jane
Clemens. Although it was nearing midnight, they located Jane's house and questioned her
father. While listening to his version of his daughter's death, Alison noticed a picture of
Jane on the mantle. Alison suddenly realized that Jane Clemens and Sasha were one in the
same person. "Dear dead Jane Clemens was sleeping with Alison's boyfriend" (Pike,
1992a, p. 159).
Paige: And then Alison saw that picture and that's when she knew that Sasha was
the Caretaker and . . . that she dyed her hair and Mr. Clemen's thought that
[Alison] was crazy or something and Eric wouldn't believe what she said. And she
was right.
Betty’: It's quite an incredible story. . . . after all, Jane was dead.

70
Paige: Yeah, but her body was gone. But they think it was some of the other
people in that cult [that took her body]. I never thought that. . . .
Betty: Did you think she just got up and walked away?
Paige: Yeah.
Meanwhile, Tony had gone to bed early and had started to dream. This time Tony
was in a metal box with Brenda. "Her hands were bleeding and she was missing several of
her fingers" (Pike, 1992a, p. 165). Brenda thought the only way out of the hot, metal
container was by dying: "Open our hearts, Tony baby" (p. 165). Tony had a knife in his
hand but was horrified at the thought of killing Brenda During a struggle, Tony
accidentally stabbed Brenda in the heart and found himself feeling good about what he had
done.
As the dream progressed, Tony found himself in a box with Alison. Again there
was a struggle with a knife and Alison was stabbed. "She rolled over on her back, and he
saw that the blade stuck straight up out of the center of her chest. . . . She smiled up at
him, and blood gurgled out the sides of her mouth" (Pike, 1992a, p. 168). When she
started to talk, Tony realized that the figure on the floor was Sasha not Alison: "Fooled
you, didn't I?" she laughed.
Paige: That chapter was strange. . . . [It] seems like there's two boxes n o w .. . .
[I] can't tell if Brenda is gonna be dead after this . . . because he killed her in his
dream just like Kipp died in his dream .. . . And then he was with Sasha and he
thought it was Alison . . . and he was about to kill Alison in that dream.
Betty: Do you think he is getting ready to kill Alison?
Paige: Yeah.
When Tony woke up Sasha was standing over him. "She slipped into bed next to
him and did the nasty deed, and it had been nasty" (Pike, 1992a, p. 169). When they were
finished, Tony got up and vomited in the toilet. Tony was shocked when Sasha came into
the bathroom and kissed him, "vomit breath and all" (p. 170). After Sasha pushed buttons
inside of Tony that he didn't know he had, he was once again forced into telling her about
his dream. As Sasha moistened her lips, Tony smelled a strange odor coming from Sasha
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that he had originally attributed to her work at the hospital. Now it "reminded him of
Biology class" (p. 171).
Tony heard a knock at the door. It was Joan with a bag and Tony's letter from the
Caretaker. When Sasha joined Tony in the doorway, "Joan's eyes widened . . . I know
you" (Pike, 1992a, p. 173). Sasha assured her that she was going to get to know her
better: "Get out of here, worm, I'll come for you later" (p. 173).
When Joan left, Tony examined the contents of the bag: "If he hadn't just thrown
up he would have done so then. Joan had brought her dad's gun . . . with the trigger
pulled back . . . with a bloody severed finger" (Pike, 1992a, p. 174). Tony then read his
note from the Caretaker: "Blow Alison's brains out" (p. 174). Sasha finally told Tony that
she was the Caretaker and assured him that they would enjoy killing Alison.
Paige: He wakes up . . . and Sasha's sleeping beside him . . . and then the
doorbell rang and it's Joan with Brenda's finger, a gun, and . . . Tony's chain letter
and it said to blow Alison's brains o u t.. . . And Tony probably would never do
that, but it sounds like Sasha's gonna make him do it.
Betty: What was Sasha's reaction to Joan? . . .
Paige: It was like Sasha knew Joan and then Joan said like, "I've seen you before
or something." . . .
Betty: What do we know about Joan?
Paige: She's . . . interested in rich stuff. Rich stuff and stuff like that I think. . . .
Betty: Do you think Joan's had some dealings with the occult?
Paige: Maybe. That's kind of what I was thinking when I read it, but I wasn't
sure. . . .
Betty: What's Tony's reaction to all of this?
Paige: He doesn't want to do i t . . . because he loves Alison. . . . Well, he doesn't
say that he loves her but he said, "No, I could never do that to her." And then
Sasha says like, "You have to do i t . . . I'll help you. . . . And then she started
telling lies about Alison . . . that Alison had a new’ boyfriend. . . . He starts to
believe what Sasha says. It's like Sasha's thoughts are going into Tony's head . . .
so he thinks them too.
Sasha told Tony that they must drive into the desert to the place where Neil and Jim
were buried. Sasha claimed that Alison was digging up the graves to get the evidence
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needed to have Tony incarcerated. As a result, Alison would gain the sexual freedom
needed to "screw anybody she wants" (Pike, 1992a, p. 175).
Eric and Alison were reopening the graves at the time that Tony and Sasha arrived
in the desert, but only to determine if Neil had gone through the same physical
transformation that Sasha had experienced. Initially, Alison tried to reason with Tony, but
he was determined to kill her. Sasha instructed him to "blow off bits of her at a time"
(Pike, 1992a, p. 183).
With Eric and Alison losing the battle, she ran for her vehicle. In an attempt to stop
her, Sasha put her fist through the window and grabbed Alison by the hair. The broken
glass cut Sasha's skin and she started leaking a "foul-smelling flu id .. . . Embalming fluid"
(Pike, 1992a, p. 185). Eventually, Sasha pulled the door off Alison's car, grabbed her by
the throat, and threw her towards the grave.
Paige: Sasha is controlling his mind . . . Alison was telling Tony that Sasha was
. . . using him as a pawn to do things with . . . Tony doesn't believe Alison. . . .
Then she hits Tony with the shovel. .. . She didn't want to hit him because she
was afraid of hurting h im .. .. And then she ran off to the car and Sasha starts
chasing her and . . . that disgusting stuff that comes out of her . . .
Betty: What comes out of her?
Paige: That foul fluid.
Betty: It says embalming fluid. Do you know what that is?
Paige: Not exactly.. . . Decayed stuff or body fluids or something.
Betty: Interesting. What do you think they do to you in a funeral home?
Paige: I know they like make you look all pretty and stuff.
Betty: You don't know the rest of it?
Paige: I guess I never wanted to know.
Betty: Do you want to know now?
Paige: Sure. You can tell me.
Betty: Well, they want to preserve your body so that they can have the funeral a
few days later, so they [replace your blood with] embalming fluid. . . . So here is
Sasha with that unusual smell.
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Paige: That's why her apartment smelled that w a y .. . . That is really disgusting
. . . . I didn't exactly know, but I figured it wasn't blood. 1 never really wanted to
know that much what they did to people in funeral homes.
When Sasha returned with Alison, Tony was ready to kill. As he was about to pull
the trigger, Alison remembered that only love could break the chain. Knowing that if Tony
killed her he would be forever dammed, Alison decided to take her own life. She placed
her hand over Tony's and pulled the trigger. Alison's sacrifice broke the chain. Instantly,
Tony regained control of this thoughts and shot Sasha in the head. In Alison's final
moments, Tony professed his love (Pike, 1992a).
Paige: . . . Alison is the one that pulls the trigger. . . . She doesn't want Tony to
end up in the box and be Sasha's forever and ever. . . .
Betty: What did you think of Alison when she actually killed herself for Tony?
You know, all of that unconditional love. . . .
Paige: Well, 1 probably wouldn't have wanted to do that. 1 mean, you can tell that
she really loved Tony otherwise she would never have done that. So that is
showing that she did. . . .
Betty: So did you look at that as a good thing or a bad thing?
Paige: Good thing. . . .
Shortly after Alison died, the mysterious stranger (the transformed Neil) appeared
at the scene. First, he killed the long black slug that wormed it's way out of Sasha's
mouth, then offered Tony some comforting words regarding Alison's fate. " . . . Alison
has passed a great test. .. . There's no need to grieve over her. She'll be in good company
soon" (Pike, 1992a, p. 193). As he was leaving, Tony realized that the stranger was his
dead friend, Neil.
Sensing that Neil had the power to bring Alison back to life, Tony begged for a
miracle. After gazing at the stars, Neil said that a miracle was unnecessary; the gun that
Joan delivered was filled with blanks. He went on to explain that in Sasha's case, the shot
was fatal because it was a direct blow to the temple; whereas Alison's injury was a
superficial chest wound. Although there was some question whether the gun was actually
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loaded with blanks or not, it didn't seem to matter to Tony. After a brief period of
unconsciousness, Alison revived and "snuggled warmly into [Tony's] arms" (Pike, 1992a,
p. 196).
Paige: That big long black slimy thing, did that come from Sasha? I didn't exactly
get the meaning of that—the meaning of the worm?
Betty: What do you think the meaning was?
Paige: I don't know. . . .
Betty: . . . Sasha's body was possessed by an evil spirit. . . . A lot of times these
demonic creatures have a snake-like form.
Paige: So that was like Sasha—that black worm was like Sasha sort of.
Betty: The evil spirit that was inside of her.
Paige: Well, that guy just stepped on her and she died. . . . [Then] they were going
to rush Alison to the hospital and Tony said all of that mushy stuff to h e r.. . .
Betty: [When] you saw Alison dying . . . what did you think?
Paige: I didn't know what to think.
Betty: I mean, it didn't bother you too much when Fran died or when Brenda got
hurt. Why did it bother you that Alison was dead? . . .
Paige: Well, [Fran] was such a little character, she was supposed to die.
Betty: Who's your favorite character?
Paige: I think Alison because [she] was a main character. . . .
Betty: Well, Sasha's a main character.
Paige: Y eah, but she was a bad character.. . .
Betty: What was it about Alison that you liked so much?
Paige: She's nice. She doesn’t want to hurt anyone. . . . She was different, she
kind of stood out. . . . She would never do anything to hurt [Tony], like when
Sasha was saying that she was doing all that stuff with Eric and she really wasn't.
. . . If she is going out with Tony, she wouldn't go out with another guy at the
same time.
Betty: Would that be bad if she did?
Paige: Yeah.
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Betty: What about in the beginning when she was arguing with Tony about going
off to college?
Paige: Well, she had a right to go off to college. I mean they can go off to
different colleges and still get maimed and do what they are going to do. She has a
right to go off and have any career she wants to.
Betty: Do you think she went away to college?
Paige: I don't know. It didn't say.
Betty: That's interesting. Do you think she did?
Paige: No, not really. I don't think she'd leave Tony after all they've been
through.. . . She probably will not want to go away now because she almost lost
him. She will be afraid something else will happen.
Betty: Well, if that is the case then Alison really sacrificed for love.
Paige: Yeah, but it doesn't matter. Just as long as she's happy. I don't think
Brenda, or any of the other characters, would sacrifice for lo v e .. . .
Betty: You said that Brenda wouldn't sacrifice for love. Does she have any
desirable characteristics?
Paige: She is good looking and she has a good fig u re,. . . but she is pretty vain
about it and she likes tight little things.
Before we continued, Paige and 1 reread Brenda's advice to Alison on leaving Tony
to attend college.
Paige: Well, Brenda is telling Alison to go to New York and go to college and
forget Tony and find a new boyfriend and that is the kind of thing that she would
do but Alison would never do. . . . She wouldn't let a boy run her lif e .. . It may be
good for her but not for Alison.
Betty: Let's talk about Kipp. . . . How do you think Kipp ended up with Brenda?
Paige: I don't know. He doesn't seem like the type that would go out with a girl
like Brenda. . . . Brenda seems like she should go out with T o n y .. . . It seemed
like he loved Alison but it seemed like he should go off with B renda,. . . and
Alison and Kipp.
Betty: [Kipp] was smart, b u t. . . goofy looking—big ears and a small head and a
big nose. Kipp's parents worked in a hardware store all day. Is that the kind of
guy that Alison Parker goes out with?
Paige: No, probably not, but she would probably like him for who he was, not
what he looks like.
Betty: What about that part [when Tony] talked about his feelings for Alison? . . .
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Paige: If Tonv would have told her how he felt, she probably wouldn't have left
him."
Betty: So what do you think about these books when it gets into the sex?
Paige: It's not my favorite part.
Betty': Have you read any other novels where that kind of stuff has happened?
Paige: Yeah, most of them have th a t.. . . I don't usually really pay attention to
those parts because they don't really seem important to the sto ry .. . .
Betty: I have to be honest with you. If I was your age and I had never experienced
any of this stuff, to read about it would be quite exciting. No?
Paige: Well, I guess so. . . .
Betty: Are you imagining that some day you probably will be involved in a
relationship and you will be kissing some boy some day?
Paige: Yes. . . . Otherwise I'll never get married. . . .
Betty: That's a leap! So does it go like kiss, love, relationship, marriage?
Paige: I guess so. Well, not exactly. It's more like kiss, love, breakup, and then
another person that you like and then you finally find the person that you want and
then you do that and then you get married.
Betty: Okay, so kiss, love, you break up, start over again with someone new?
Paige: Y eah.. . . And then finally this is the person that you want and then the
same thing but then you stay together for awhile and like after that for awhile then
you get married. . . .
Betty: And then what? That's it?
Paige: You get a job and have a family.
Betty: And that's it.
Paige: Yeah, I guess. Sometimes it doesn't work out, [it ends in divorce].
Betty: Then what? . . .
Paige: The same thing again. But that time I'd probably wait a little longer to get
married.
Betty: Where does sex come in?
Paige: Um, probably in-between [the relationship and love].
Betty': Now, let's just say it goes like this . . . kiss, sex, but no . . . love, no
relationship. Problem with that?
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Paige: Um-hum. . . . That's not really considered--No.
Betty: What's the problem? . . . What's wrong with it from your point of view?
Paige: Well, if all you do is kiss the person or have sex with a person you don't
really know the person . . . and you haven't really spent time with them so you
don't know exactly that much about them -how they act towards you . . .
Betty': So what kind of girls would be in this pattern?
Paige: I think the kind of people that aren't very responsible. . . . I'm just thinking
about some of the kids that go to our school and they're not—they skip school, they
get in trouble, they do things that they shouldn't. The kind of people [that] don't
exactly care that much about the person. They just want to do that stuff so they can
say they did it or som ething.. . . There are rumors going around . . . that some of
the big, popular people . . . that they do that stuff. They are the people that lie
about everything. . . .
Betty: Who are the big, popular girls?
Paige: Rich kids . . . the popular people. . . . I don't know exactly why they're
popular, but they just are. I mean to me, to be popular would mean that they would
not skip school and they'd be responsible. At lunch you hear them talking. . . .
"We're gonna go have a party and we're gonna get drunk" and stuff like that. And
actually, I think that does happen but not the [sex].. . . That would just be
something that they'd lie about. . . .
Betty: That would be something to be proud of?
Paige: To them it would.
Bettyr: They would maybe kiss, have sex, but not have love or relationships?
Paige: No. They don't ever. . . .
Betty: What a b o u t. . . other groups? . . .
Paige: I mean, a lot of kids at school, their families don't have a lot of money so
people don't think that they are as good as they are.
Betty: Is that the way it works? . . . The more money the better?
Paige: Well, there are all different kinds of groups. The middle people are usually,
well, they are popular in a different way. They get good grades in school. They
will go to college. They finish high school. They don't smoke or drink or
anything like that.
Betty: And the kids on top?
Paige: They do all kinds of bad stuff. They think it is cool to smoke and drink and
goof off. . . . I don't really know why, they just think it is cool. Not all of them,
though. . . .
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Betty: What about the kids from poor families?
Paige: They are the kids who are either not noticed at all or they are the kids that
get in trouble every single day. Um, they often go together, and they do the same
stuff as the popular people do.
Betty: Do they do the same stuff together or separately?
Paige: Well, some of the popular people are friends with them because they can get
that stuff from them. . . .
Betty: They use them?
Paige: Yeah.
Betty: But do they socialize and have fun together or go to each other's houses?
Paige: Um, sometimes. I mean, it is easy for me to view what they do because I
am just kind of in the middle and I can just watch what everybody does and
overhear conversations and they don't even know that I am th e re .. . . They do, but
they don't care because it is like, "Well, what are they going to do?"
Betty: So you don't have any power over their lives?
Paige: Yeah. It's okay. I mean, they are nice to us, unlike the people that you call
the dorks.
Betty: Who are the dorks?
Paige: Well, every school has th em .. . . Some of them are the really smart kids
and some of them are really dumb. And they are together and they actually like
school, and I don't really like school, and . . . they spend all their time talking
about school. They don't really have a life. They like to talk to teachers.. . .
Betty: The dorks? Is that what you call them or is that what everybody calls them?
Paige: That is what everybody calls them and they don't even really care that
much. . . .
Betty: And they don't fit in?
Paige: No. . . .
Betty: Which group [at your school] would Alison fit into?
Paige: She could fit into the top group, but she is more like the middle group
because she cares about people.
Betty: Which group would Brenda fit into?
Paige: The top group.
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Betty: Even if she doesn't have very much money?
Paige: Yeah. It just seems like she would.
Betty: How about Fran?
Paige: She would be in the middle because she is a friend to Alison, but in a way
she's kind of a dork.
Betty: What about Sasha?
Paige: The top group. Well, actually I don't think she would fit into any group. I
mean, Sasha could talk to all of those people, but they probably wouldn't be her
friends.
In an earlier session, Paige had stated that Joan was "kind o f . .. interested in . ..
rich stuff." At the time she made the comment, I didn't follow through on her thinking. In
connecting Joan to "rich," it's possible that Paige would have placed her in the top group
along with Brenda.
Betty: . . . Do you feel safe in Wheaton? Or do you feel like something bad could
happen?. . .
Paige: Well, when I lived in Indiana, I was afraid of being attacked because it
happened everyday. But when I moved here and the population is really small and
it is out in the middle of nowhere.
Betty: So what is the difference between here and there besides the numbers?
Paige: Big difference. The way people a c t. . . the number of homeless people, the
number of crimes, the schools were different too.
Betty: Why?
Paige: Well, after I left, there was this really big fight and a lot of Arabic people
live there and some of them are friends with people like us but some of them aren't.
So it was this really big fight, Arabic kids against white kids. . . . Where I used to
live, about five blocks down someone got beaten and murdered and before that it
didn't seem like that could happen because it was a suburb of a big c ity .. . .
Betty: So even thoujgh you look at your life as safe, you've seen violence creeping
in. Do you feel safe in Wheaton?
Paige: Sometimes I think that somebody . . . from a big city escaping from a big
crime . . . will come here thinking "Oh, I can go here." "It's a little town, nothing
happens here." "No one will know me here," and stuff like that so that is like that
Una bomber in Montana. No one knew that he was there. That is the only bad
thing about living in a small town.
Betty: You talked about the A rabs.. . . Are there any groups here?
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Paige: Here there aren't really that many different people. There are different races
here but barely. . .. Some kids probably dislike the Indian kids.
B etty: Are their Indian kids in your school?
Paige: Yeah. There is this new kid and he is always getting in trouble. He is
getting in fights all the time.
Betty: There is only one Indian in your school?
Paige: No. There may be more than one, but he looks the most Indian. He has
really dark hair and wears it in a ponytail and stuff like that. He smells bad.
Betty: So if he wanted to get along what should he do?
Paige: He would have to hang around with different people.
Betty': Who is he hanging around with? . . .
Paige: The kids th a t.. . steal things from stores or go to other people's houses
and get drunk or something like that.
Betty: Is that the first group that asked him to join them?
Paige: Well, I think they just liked the way he looked. It kind of depends upon
when you come into school who you sit by. If you sit by them you'll be friends
with them.
Betty: If what?
Paige: If you sit by them. If you kind of look like them and you sit by them o r . . .
if you dress like them then you will get to be friends or whatever.
Betty: Well, what would have happened if he had sat next to you?
Paige: Well, I wouldn't be friends with him b u t,. . .
Betty: Why?
Paige: Well, I just knew at first when I looked at him that he was going to be a bad
kid. He doesn't do his homework, he doesn't care about school. I can just kind of
sense when people are going to be like that.
Betty: I am trying to think how all of this relates to the horror novels. The kids in
these books are all white aren't they? Did you ever run across any kids in the
books you've read that aren't?
Paige: No. I don't think so. . . .
Betty: Do you think these books affect you in any way, shape, or form?
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Paige: They kind of affect me because if I have to write a story or something and I
want a disgusting part in it, these books give me good details.
Betty: But do they make you want to go out and kill somebody?
Paige: No.
Betty: They don't keep you awake at night or anything? Making you afraid or
causing you anxiety?
Paige: If they did I wouldn't read them.
Betty: Have you ever read a book that really touched your heart?
Paige: Yeah, I have. I read Bridge to Terabithia (Paterson, 1977) and that book
was really sad.
Betty: . . . A girl dies in that book. Now in this book Fran is decapitated by
chapter five and her head is found in a bush. Now you thought that was funny.
Paige: It is. It's different. That was a different kind of story.
B etty: So you could read these books over and over and you don't think they will
make you into a violent person? . . . Make you into a killer? . . . Make you want to
join the occult?. . . Commit suicide?
Paige: No.
Betty: Any juicy information, little tidbits on sex?
Paige: No. Well, kind of. . . . I didn't know what unconditional love was. . . .
Betty: If you told someone you learned about unconditional love in a horror book
they would laugh.
Paige: Yeah. I know. Unless they read them all the time.

CHAPTER V
PETREE: A READER'S RESPONSE
The Reader
Petree lives with her nuclear family, which consists of her mother, father, and two
older brothers. Since Petree's father worked as an executive for an international
corporation, she spent most of her childhood in Europe. When the family returned to the
United States, Petree lived in a large city in the South for two years. For the past 18
month, her father has been employed by a local manufacturing company while her mother
does volunteer work in the Wheaton community. Like Paige, Petree attends Prairie Middle
School and was in the eighth grade at the time of the study.
The Text
Christopher Pike's (1991) Die Softly was Petree's book choice for the study. In
this book, Herb Trasker, school photographer, devised an elaborate means to take nude
pictures of the school's football cheerleaders. With the help of his friend and
co-conspirator, Sammie Smith, a time-lapse camera was operating in the women's shower
room at precisely the time that the cheerleaders were showering. Once developed, the
pictures proved to be more revealing than Herb had imagined. In addition to capturing
head cheerleader, Lisa Bamscull, "in full glory" (Pike, 1991, p. 35), Herb's photographs
showed Alexa Cloze, her best friend, sneaking up behind Lisa with a baseball bat. This
picture was especially disturbing to Herb since he had supposedly witnessed Lisa burning
to death in a car crash just hours after the incriminating photo had been taken. Lisa's death
set off a round of violence that led to the murders of more teenagers and raised questions
about the death of another friend who had died in an accident similar to Lisa's six months
earlier.
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Sergeant Fitzsimmons, the detective assigned to the case, called Herb to determine
the extent of his involvement in the matter. Herb reconstructed his story during a telephone
conversation with Fitzsimmons that spanned the majority of the novel (191 pages).
Fitzsimmons helped Herb work through his narrative to try and determine w h o -if anyonewas responsible for the deaths of Roger Corbin, Lisa Bamscull, Stephen Plead, and
Sammie Smith.
The Response
Herb Trasker was dreaming. He and his friends were lost in the desert and dying
of thirst. Under a cloud configuration resembling the Grim Reaper, Roger Corbin
approached the group on horseback. Since Roger had driven over a cliff six months earlier
while high on cocaine, his presence was unexpected. After offering his friends a drink,
Roger removed his glove to display his skeletal hand. As Herb's friends examined their
own bodies, they came to the realization that they had also been reduced to skeletons. As
Alexa Cloze, Herb's fantasy female, was in the process of removing his glove, Herb's
mother interrupted the bizarre dream. Sergeant Fitzsimmons was on the phone. He
wanted to discuss the string of events that led to the deaths of Herb's friends.
Herb started his end of the conversation by confessing that he had taken nude
pictures of the cheerleaders. Despite that he had done the work, it was Sammie Smith's
idea. She had always hated the cheerleaders and convinced Herb that distributing the
photos at the graduation party would be an appropriate form of revenge for the way that
Herb and Sammie had been snubbed by the popular crowd. Fitzsimmons was unclear
about how Herb's pictures connected to the deaths of the teenagers, but listened patiently as
Herb shared his story.
Despite his talent in the area of photography, Herb considered himself a "nobody;
. .. He had never even asked a girl out" (Pike, 1991, pp. 13-14). The thought of having
the nude pictures of girls who he actually knew sparked Herb's imagination.
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Petree: . . . Well, Herb sounds really kind of cruel right now, thinking . . . that
anybody would do anything he wants for him because he was saying that he will
take the pictures or something, but it sounds like he is going to make them undress
or something like that.
Betty: Yeah, I think it says without them knowing. . . . Do you get the feeling
that Sammie and Herb are popular?
Petree: No, not really. I don't get the feeling that anybody likes them that much.
Everybody picks on them.
Herb had intended to follow through on Sammie's plan until he did the photo shoot
of the cheerleaders for the school annual. Alexa Cloze, one of the cheerleaders, was
unusually friendly to Herb that day.
Betty:

. . . What did you think about the way that the author describes [Alexa]?

Petree: She sounds kind of manipulative. . . . She pouts to make people want to
come over there and stuff and it just sounds like she wants to get her way, but she
sounds kind of nice too.
Betty:

How is that? . . .

Petree: Well, the way she ta lk s.. . . I thought maybe Herb and Sammie weren't
very popular or well liked . . .b u t. . . she is being nice to him. . . .
Betty:

Did you get the feeling that Alexa is popular?

Petree: Yeah. Really. Sort of. . . . She doesn't really sound like she knows
[Herb] very well and I think if she were more popular—and since he is not very
popular—she wouldn't know him very well. . . .
Betty:

If she weren't as popular, she would know him better?

Petree: Yeah.
Lisa Bamscull, described as "blonde, bitchy, beautiful, and capable of great
cruelty" (Pike, 1991, p. 20), was the head cheerleader. "Her one and only, Roger Corbin
had died in that car crash six months ago. Not that Lisa ever appeared to go into deep
mourning. Rumor had her sleeping with half the football team" (p. 20). In pulling rank
over the other members of the squad, Lisa demanded that her picture for the annual be
taken in the Home Economics room with Alexa. Their home baked sugar cookies had
earned Alexa and Lisa the title "Sugar Sisters," and Lisa felt it would be a fitting tribute to
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be photographed in their aprons. Alexa reluctantly went along with Lisa's plan. Just as
Herb was ready to snap the picture, Lisa tossed flour in Alexa's face. Alexa's nose started
bleeding profusely, and Stephen, her boyfriend, was afraid that if he gave her a nde she
would get blood on his car seats. Alexa asked Herb for a lift home while Lisa jumped in
with Stephen.
Petree: Lisa sounds like a real sn o b .. .. Some of my friends, they act like her.
They've gotta control everything and everybody has to go by what they s a y .. ..
But Alexa doesn't seem to mind really.. . . All of the Lisas that I know are entirely
the opposite. They are shy and they are quiet and they are smart and they don't say
much to people that they don't know .. . . They make it sound like Lisa is trying to
take Stephen away from Alexa, but Alexa doesn't seem to care about Stephen
anyw ay... . [Alexa and Stephen] don't seem too compatible to me.
Betty:
Petree:
Betty:

Who would seem more compatible with someone like Alexa?
I don't really know.
But not Stephen?

Petree: Not really.
Betty:

How about Herb?

Petree. Maybe Herb. She seems to like him. She talks to him more friendly. . . .
They went into the Home Ec room and took the picture that Alexa didn't want to
take, but Lisa sort of bossed her into taking it anyway. . .. Well, Lisa . . . decided
that she was going to ride home with Stephen. Alexa rode home with Herb. Weird
name, well, it is not weird, it is just one that you don't hear anymore.
As Herb continues his conversation with Fitzsimmons, he explained that he and
Alexa stopped at McDonald's for something to eat. While they ate their burgers and fries,
Alexa shared her plans for the future. She and Lisa were planning to go to Los Angeles
after graduation and become models or movie stars. Alexa's conversation included
remarks like, "1 want to die young," (Pike, 1991, p. 30), "I like living in the fast lane,"
(p. 30), and "Nothing is going to slow me down" (p. 31). As Herb was fantasizing about
being Alexa's cameraman, Sammie Smith, Herb's childhood friend, joined their table.
"Herb cursed her and her lousy timing" (p. 33):
He'd known Sammie forever. She had hung out with Theo and him since
they were kids exploring the hills surrounding Mannville. Back then she had been
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a tomboy, and she'd grown up not entirely feminine. First there were her clothes.
She dressed like an ex-convict, a male ex-convict. . ..
Sammie was also overweight. She didn't have a body, her body had her.
Somewhere inside, hidden beneath the rolls of fat, was the real Sammie. . . . Her
hair was light brown, healthy enough but cut like a dish towel that had fallen into a
garbage disposal. . . . She never wore make-up. She said she was allergic to it, but
Herb thought she simply didn't know how to put it on. Or if she did put it on, it
would show that she cared, and above all else, Sammie Smith didn't want anyone
to know she cared what anybody thought about her. . . .
She was also very funny .. .. Their humor was often biting, and their
victims were always the more popular kids on cam pus.. . . Yet Sammie never said
these things within hearing distance of Lisa. If anything, Sammie always treated
Lisa with too much respect. (Pike, 1991, pp. 33-34)
After a brief exchange of conversation, Sammie left the restaurant only to return
moments later to report that her car wouldn't start. Since Sammie lived in Herb's
neighborhood, and Alexa lived across town in the heights, it would have been out-of-theway to drop off Sammie first. After Alexa had gotten out of the car, Sammie questioned
Herb about his involvement with Alexa:
"What was that all about?". . . "Why were you driving Alexa Close home?
Why were you feeding Alexa Close?"
"She needed a ride and she was hungry."
Sammie pulled out a cigarette. "I just find that weird. She doesn't even
like you."
Herb swallowed. "You don't know her."
Sammie had lost her timidity. "Oh, get off it. She's a rah-rah. She
doesn't have friends. She collects objects to use and compensate for her lack of
intelligence and personality." (Pike, 1991, p. 38)
Betty:

So, what do you think is going on?

Petree: Um, Herb likes Alexa and that is it.
Betty:

That's it?

Petree: Yeah. . . .
Betty:

What about Sammie?

Petree: She's sort of a tomboy and Herb doesn't want her there because, um, he
knows that she doesn't like Alexa and that she would ruin the conversation.
Betty-:

I thought Herb and Sammie were friends?

Petree: Yeah, but he would rather be with Alexa___ [Sammie] is just his friend,
and she's sort of fat and ugly . . . like he said. And then it says . . . that Alexa is
pretty and she is a cheerleader and she is really nice and everything.. . .
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Betty:

Do you think that Sammie doesn't like Alexa?

Petree:

Um hum, because she is popular and a cheerleader.

Betty:

Is that what it says?

Petree: That is what it seemed like because um, she was always making jokes
about the popular people.. . . 1 think they just say stuff like that because they are
jealous of the other people.. . . Maybe [Sammie] was jealous that [Herb] was with
Alexia and not with her.
Betty:

Do you think Sammie likes him?

Petree: Maybe a little.. . . [Sammie] doesn't care what she looks like or what
people think about her. .. . [It] seems sort of pan of her image. . . . Son of tough
and that she doesn't care what happens to h e r.. . . A lot of the people at my school,
you know', the people like th a t.. . will threaten to beat someone up but they won’t
because it is just part of their image. The kind of people that dress in black all the
time just to look c o o l.. . . It is not really a cool thing but they think it is. I think it
looks like they belong in a funeral.
Betty:

And do they smoke or do drugs?

Petree: Well, not much of that is hooked to that, but like they smoke just for their
im age.. . . At my school it is usually, the nice people—Alexa's type—they don't
really smoke, but the other people, they are more scabby. They do.
Betty: And Alexa wouldn't smoke because she is popular or a cheerleader and she
is pretty or what?
Petree: Well, no. It is just because she isn't that type of person.
Betty: What about the statement when she says, "Nothing is going to slow me
down?"
Petree: She sounds really motivated and she wants to make something of herself,
but she also likes to have fun and has popular friends.. . .
Betty:

Where do you think Lisa fits into that?

Petree: Lisa is sort of bossy and controlling . . . she likes to run and she sounds
like she only wants to go to LA . . . to beat [Alexa] or something like that. . . .
When Herb finally arrived at home, his mother had a kiss and hot food waiting for
him. Their house was small and in need of repair; money was in short supply. Herb's
father had left them seven years earlier and since that time, his mother had been working as
a secretary. To augment the family income, Herb worked nights at an electronics factory.
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While Herb was in the shower, he heard gun shots coming from the backyard.
Theo, Herb's friend and co-worker, had been drinking and was shooting at cans. Theo
imagined that the targets were the face of Lisa Bamscull, the girl he blamed for the death of
his brother, Roger Corbin. According to Theo, Lisa must have forced Roger to overdose
on cocaine. Herb reasoned, however, that "no one . . . much less a thin blond girl, could
force that much coke into a well-built nineteen-year-old guy" (Pike, 1991, p. 44). To make
Lisa's involvement even less likely, Sammie, "an objective source if there was one"
(p. 43), had seen Lisa at the show in Parvo at the time of Roger's fatal crash.
Petree: It said that [Lisa] wasn't even around when Roger died. . . . And I think
that's believable because Sammie doesn't like her . . . so if she's gonna stick up for
her, then it's probably true.
While Herb and Theo were at work that night, Theo raised some questions
regarding their chances of entering into relationships:
"Do you think we're ever going to have girlfriends?" . . .
"You've already had a girlfriend. What about Marjorie Bennett?"
Theo waved his hand. "She was just someone I ate fast food with.
Besides, she was a tramp. I mean real girlfriends, someone we could marry
someday. Do you think we'll ever have those?
Herb did think about it a minute. "We'll probably get married
someday—just about everyone does. But it'll probably be to someone other than the
person we really want to marry." (Pike, 1991, p. 57)
Betty: "Are we ever going to have girlfriends?" What would be behind a question
like that? . . .
Petree: He had low self-esteem .. . . He and Herb both 'cause they probably
thought that they would never have girlfriends because they are not good enough
and stuff like that. Like, Herb thought Alexa was too good for him.
Betty: Well, Herb didn't have much money. I mean, he drove that old car that
barely got him around and [he] worked nights___ And then Herb said, "Yeah, we
will probably get married but we won't get the girls we want." What do you think
he meant by that?
Petree: Urn, well, just that he wasn't good enough for the girl he really wanted.
Betty:

So guys like that have to settle for less?

Petree: Not necessarily. 1 don't think anyone has to settle, because if you feel like
you're settling then you probably shouldn't get married.
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Herb continued his phone conversation with Fitzsimmons by supplying the details
of how he rigged the camera in the women's shower room. When Herb left work
Thursday night, he entered into the school through a window. Herb had wired his camera
to a VCR and timed it to take eight shots at five minute intervals. Sammie had suggested
that the first picture be taken at 4:00 RM. on Friday when the cheerleaders would be
returning to the locker room from their regular workout (Pike, 1991).
Late on Friday afternoon, Herb spotted smoke in the area of the heights (a
prestigious neighborhood—Alexa and Lisa's neighborhood—that overlooked Mannville). A
red Fiat had gone over the cliff on the same curve that Roger had plunged to his death
months earlier. Herb was the first person to arrive at the scene:
Herb couldn't see who was behind the wheel, but he could tell that the
person was small.
A girl maybe. . . .
There was nothing handy to bum.
Except flesh.
It was definitely a girl. A white girl turning b lack .. . . The girl was not
sitting comfortably. The force of the impact had rammed her head into the car
ceiling. Her clothes and hair were gone, and her skin was going fast. Herb tried to
look away but the sight held him locked in a sick h o ld .. . . He tried to tell himself
that she was dead, that she had died on impact, yet he had to wonder if that was
true.
Maybe she had felt everything.. . .
The girl's face was nothing more than that of a mummy's~a mummy that
had fallen into a vat of corrosive acid. Yet somehow Herb was able to recognize
her. It may have been because he had photographed her so carefully the day
before.
It was Lisa Bamscull. (Pike, 1991, pp. 75-76)
Betty:

. . . Did you like Lisa as a character?

Petree: I didn't like her personality, she was bossy and she seemed like a tramp.
Betty:

Meaning?

Petree: Well, I didn't like her because she was flirting with Stephen . . . and she
was really mean to Alexa. . . .
Betty:

Okay. So if Lisa is burning, not Alexa, that makes you feel a little better?

Petree: Yeah. Maybe. . . .
Betty:

What did you think about the description of Lisa's death?
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Petree: Really gross. 1 wouldn't want to die like that. I wouldn't want to see it.
Betty:

What about reading about it?

Petree: That either . . . but it makes for a better story . . . sort of intriguing.
Betty:

The peeling away of flesh, the white girl turning black?

Petree: Urn hum. Yeah, it makes it better. . . .
Betty:

Were you wondering if she was still alive?

Petree: Oh yeah. If she felt it? . . .
Betty: Okay. So when the author puts in these descriptions does it make it better,
more exciting?
Petree: Yeah. I still think it would be better on TV.
Betty:

Why?

Petree: That way you don't have to makeup what everything looks like in your
head because it is already there and they do a much better jo b .. . .
Betty:

But you said that you didn't want to see it.

Petree: Not really. Well, I want to but I don't want to, it is hard to explain. . . .
Betty:

So what are you saying?

Petree: I don't know. I don't like that kind of stuff but I still want to see it, even
though I don't want to see it. Because, well, 1 am not making any sense. Well, it
is like a funeral, you don't want to see it because it will make you sad . . . or
because it will gross you out, you know, what people look like after they are dead.
But you want to see it because you are curious about what a person looks like after
they are dead. . . .
Sammie, Alexa, and an emergency crew joined Herb at the bottom of the cliff.
Herb had vomited. Alexa was talking to the police while Sammie passed the time with
Herb making sarcastic remarks, like "Lisa's not going to be voted homecoming queen this
year" (Pike, 1991, p. 78). The three of them watched as the paramedic removed Lisa's
body from the wreckage and loaded it for transport. Herb was moved by the finality of the
incident; " . . . as the paramedic pulled up the zip p er. . . Lisa disappeared for good from
the face of the earth. Herb felt his eyes moisten and lowered his head to study the ground
near his feet" (p. 80).
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Betty:

.. . What kind of image do we have of Herb so far?

Petree: He's . . . sort of, um, gawky, sort of nerdy. . . . I think that he's way
overly sensitive for a guy. . . .
Betty:

What's overly sensitive for a guy?

Petree: Guys aren't supposed to cry and they aren't supposed to show their
feelings. They are supposed to be macho and tough . ..
Betty:

So Herb doesn't fit that description? . . .

Petree: Like, if you put it on a scale and down here it doesn't sound like Herb and
up here it sounds like Herb, Herb is about a four.
Betty:

Sammie and Alexa were both there. Did that surprise you?

Petree: It surprised me that Sammie was there. . . . I don't see why she would
even be in the neighborhood.
Betty:

She didn't live there?

Petree: No, because Herb said that Sammie lived by him. I mean, Sammie didn't
like Alexa, so I don't know why she would be over there.
Betty: [When Herb] goes, "I'm happy she won't be bothering you anymore."
Was [he being] sarcastic?
Petree: He's being sarcastic.. . . He is sort of trying to defend Lisa and he is
telling Sammie that she is kind of being insensitive to the fact that Lisa is d ead .. . .
He didn't know her very well and . . . he didn't care for her, but he is sticking up
for [Lisa],
Betty:

So why do you think he is?

Petree: Because he is getting to know Alexa.
Betty:

That would make a difference in the way he feels about Lisa?

Petree: Oh yeah, because Lisa was Alexa's friend. . . .
Betty: I don't understand. If he is closer to Alexa that makes him closer to Lisa?
Is that how it works?
Petree: Um hum. Yeah.
Betty:

Okay. Then . . . how is Alexa handling it? . . .

Petree: She wasn't looking at the car and stuff so maybe she didn't wanna face up
to the fact that Lisa was actually d ead .. . . She feels she should have been a better
friend to Lisa. . . .
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Herb recalled that this was the first time he had met Fitzsimmons, the investigator at
the scene. The sergeant explained to the group that Lisa's body was going to be taken to
the police station in Parvo for an autopsy. Alexa expressed an interest in going to the
station to wait for the results and asked Herb for a ride. "Sammie insisted on
accompanying them" (Pike, 1991, p. 81) and trailed Alexa and Herb to Parvo in her car.
Betty:

. . . Do you know what they do in autopsies?

Petree: Yeah. They split [the body] open and they see if there is certain drugs in
them or if like there was something on an organ or something.
Betty:

And it said they took out the brain.

Petree: That was kind of gross. . . .
Betty:

What is the deal on Alexa and Sammie going?. . .

Petree: I think Sammie is just going because Herb is. The same deal as when
Herb was driving Alexa home and [Sammie] wanted him to drop off Alexia first. I
think that she is just kind of jealous . . .
Betty:

Does Sammie seem like the kind of girl that would be like that?

Petree: No, not really.. . . Well, she is a real tomboy in the story and if she really
likes guys then she wouldn't be such a tomboy. . . .
Betty:

What would she have to do to go out on a date?

Petree: She would have to dress and act more feminine and be n ic er.. . .
Betty:

What kind of pressure are girls like Sammie under?

Petree: Well, you have got to look pretty, and you have to have the perfect body
and you have gotta have the perfect clothes and hang around the people that are so
cool and you have to—
Betty:

Would Sammie make it at your school?

Petree: No. . . . People wouldn't care about her. Maybe her name would come up
once in a while in a conversation if it went along with the topic. And people would
say, "Sammie, 1 don't really like her because she is like this, and she is like that."
Betty: So the girls in your school . . . who are kind of like th a t,. . . chances are
they would have to change if they wanted to go out on a date? . . .
Petree: Well, if they are a tomboy and they look okay, then that is okay. But if
they are a tomboy and they dress really sloppy and they don't have good hair and
they don't take care of themselves and they always have a bad attitude . . . then
people don't want to be around them. No one hangs out with somebody really bad.
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. . . And fat people tend to not, um, boys don't usually really care much . . . about
you. Those are the kinds of people that get picked on.
On the way to the station, Alexa told Herb that she felt comforted by his presence.
After hinting that the autopsy may show that "Lisa was sometimes a bad girl . .. Alexa
began to cry softly" (Pike, 1991, p. 86). Once Fitzsimmons had the coroner's results,
Alexa's suspicions were confirmed. Lisa, like Roger, was high on cocaine at the time the
car left the road. Alexa rode back to Mannville with Sammie. Finding this unusual,
Fitzsimmons questioned Herb about the arrangements for the return trip. Herb was unable
to explain to Fitzsimmons why Alexa chose to ride with Sammie.
Betty: Do you think Lisa was murdered or do you think Lisa just drove over the
cliff because of too much cocaine like [Roger] did?
Petree: Y eah .. . . I guess. I wasn't expecting anyone else to die yet in that
way. . . .
Betty:

Where do you think all of this is going? .. .

Petree: Maybe what happened to Lisa was a m urder. . . because they went over
the same cliff.
Betty:

How are people stacking up right now? . . . Alexa?

Petree: She is really nice . . . but I am starting to wonder about her since . . . what
happened to Lisa.
Before returning home that night, Herb stopped at the school to pick up his camera
equipment. "What dominated his conscious mind were confusion and excitem ent;. . . the
roll of film. The film that may hold either Lisa or Alexa, or both, naked together during
their last minutes of friendship together on planet Earth" (Pike, 1991, p. 92). After leaving
the school, Herb worked quietly to develop the film in a make-shift darkroom in his
bedroom. Three of the pictures caught Lisa alone and naked in the showers.
Herb studied her, fascinated. She had a hell of a body, and Herb had seen
enough playmates of the month to make a value judgment. The shots had caught
her from a variety of angles: front, side, behind-she had the cutest ass. (Pike,
1991, p. 98)
The fourth picture, the one Fitzsimmons was particularly interested in learning about,
showed Alexa "creeping toward Lisa" (p. 99) with a baseball bat.
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Only a single stupid question kept floating around in his brain-something
about Alexa's batting average. . . . He thought if he kept himself busy enough,
long enough, he wouldn't ever have to think about the baseball bat and what Alexa
had done with it. He was a master of self-deception. From birth, he had convinced
himself that there was a wonderful reason for all the horrible things God allowed to
happen in the world. (Pike, 1991, p. 100)
Petree: . . . It said that Alexa was going towards Lisa with a baseball bat. I was
just wondering what she was doing and . . . that maybe Alexa killed her. But if she
hit her with a bat, then how did she get her out of there and get her loaded and then
drive her off the cliff? I think th a t. . . Lisa was probably snorting cocaine before
she got in the shower and then Alexa probably hit Lisa in the shower and put her in
the car and then drove her up to that spot and then started the car and drove it off the
cliff. Lisa's body was all burned up and it wouldn't matter if Alexa hit her because
it wouldn't show. . . .
Betty:

Was [Herb] really surprised to see Alexa in the picture?

Petree: Um hum.
Betty:

Did that just happen? Or was the whole thing a coincidence?

Petree: You mean that Alexa was there with a bat and then Lisa just died?
Betty:

That, and that Herb was there with a camera? . . .

Petree: It does sound sort of suspicious. . . . Let's see, [Sammie] was really eager
to take the pictures and really eager to see them and she told him the exact time to
take them. . . .
Betty: "From birth, [Herb] convinced himself there was a wonderful reason for
all the horrible things God allowed to happen in the world." What does that
mean? . . .
Petree: Well, he probably thinks it is the same thing that happens when two people
are married and they are really in love. And then one person dies and that person is
really sad and that is a bad thing. And then someone else comes along and they fall
in love, and so maybe the first person died because the other person was coming
along. . . .
Betty:

Do you believe that?

Petree: I don't really believe in destiny-----I just think that we make things
happen the way they are going to happen. . ..
Up to this point in the text, the story had been told from Herb's standpoint. The
author temporarily suspended this format to include an ominous voice:
It was the drugs, Herb kept telling himself. She had been high and made a
wrong turn—just like poor Roger. But Herb would have had to be high to believe
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it. The truth may have come to him slowly, but when it did come, it hit with a
wallop. (Pike, 1991, pp. 101-102)
Betty: . . . It says, "The truth may have come to him slowly, but when it did
come, it hit with a wallop." What is the author doing? . . .
Petree Herb is kind of denying that it actually happening . . . but then he realized
that it did happen. That now he has to face it. . . .
Betty:

Is the author foreshadowing what is to happen?

Petree: I don't know. I am not good at finding foreshadowing.
When Alexa learned of the photo, she tried to convince Herb that Sammie was
attempting to frame her for Lisa's murder. According to Alexa, Sammie had taken the
incriminating pictures two weeks before the accident while Alexa and Lisa were playing
around with the bat in the locker room. Then, Alexa reasoned, Sammie switched the film
in Herb's camera before he removed it from the school. When Herb suggested that Alexa
go to the police, she responded, "No. Are you crazy? They'll take one look at that picture
and think I killed Lisa and drove her up to the cliff and dumped her off" (Pike, 1991,
pp. 110-111). Shortly after this conversation, Alexa paid a visit to Herb's bedroom to
view the photos.
Alexa laughed softly . . . "Lisa does look awfully nasty in that
photograph." . . .
She poked him in the side. "Too bad it wasn't me, huh?"
Herb's heart did a nice big flip-flop. . . .
"Well, if you're nice to me," Alex said, "maybe I'll let you take a picture of
me like that someday." .. .
. . . She ran her fingernails of her right hand through the hair at the back
of his h ead .. . It felt great, wonderful, stupendous—even though she did scratch
him in the process. . ..
"What would you say if I told you I wanted to tie you up, Herb?" Alexa
asked out of the blue.
"Can I keep my clothes on?"
"Some of them," she said. "Your socks" . . .
"I used to tie Roger up all the time." .. .
"But wasn't he Lisa's boyfriend?"
Alexa burst out laughing. "Herb, I'm just kidding you. I'm not going to
tie you up. I'm not a sicko. My dad's the sicko. Did you really think I was
serious?" (Pike, 1991, pp. 145-148)
Petree: Ur n, . . . I think Sammie took those pictures, I mean, like Alexa says,
because Sammie knew so much about the pictures . . .
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Betty:
Herb?

What are you thinking about Alexa . . . when she was in the bedroom with

Petree: Um, maybe sort of slutty . . . because she was like unbuttoning his shirt
and then she said it was just a joke___ At the beginning I thought she was a pretty
regular person. She didn't have any really big problems. . . .
Betty:

What else are we seeing?

Petree: More of a bad side. . . . She says that she really hated Lisa . . .
Betty: What about that stuff on tying guys up? Do you know anything about
that? . . .
Petree: Well, she said that it was just a joke.
Betty:

Think it was? Or do you think she does stuff like that?

Petree: No, I think is was pretty much just a joke.
Betty: Do you know anything about that kind of sex when they talk about it on
documentaries or anything?
Petree: Not from the kind of TV that I w atch .. . .
Betty:

You've never heard of it?

Petree: Well, I've heard of i t . . . . I've heard about that sort of thing on Melrose
Place. . . . This guy. . . was going to kill [Kimberly] and he took her . . . and he
tied her up to the bed and he raped her. . . .
Betty: O kay.. . . It sounds like she is figuring out a story that will convince
[Herb] that Sammie took those pictures and that she was innocent.. . . Do you
think that Herb will buy it?
Petree: I think he already d id .. . .
Betty:

How did she manipulate Herb into buying the story?

Petree: Well, she kissed him, she knows that he likes her so that would be a good
way of doing it.
Betty:

So what do you think will happen? What is she doing?

Petree: She is seducing him . . . for the pictures.
Betty:

For the pictures. So do you think she likes Herb or she is using him?

Petree: Well, I think she is using him but she might like him. It depends on which
story is tru e .. . . If Alexa is really telling the truth about Sammie, then maybe she
really likes him. But if Sammie is really telling the truth about Alexa, then probably
not. . . .
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Betty: Does it matter to you who is telling the truth? Are you rooting for one or
the other?
Petree: Not really, I just want to find out who it was.
Betty: Now, she starts saying, "I'm just kidding, I am not going to tie you up,
I'm not a sicko, my dad is the sicko." Is she kidding? . . .
Petree: I just think she is really confusing. . ..
Herb told Fitzsimmons that Alexa asked him to arrange a meeting with Sammie up
on the cliff but, first, Alexa had Herb drive her home so that she could arm herself with a
revolver. This was the first time that Herb had seen Alexa's father:
The guy was asleep, his lower body covered with a dark red blanket. He
looked extremely uncomfortable-his bony head was bent at such an extreme angle
on his hunched right shoulder that his neck could have been broken.. . .
The man had opened his eyes and was stanng vacantly at Herb. His pale
flesh hung flaccidly on his face, yet he wasn't an old man, merely it seemed,
beaten. . . . He tried to straighten his neck, but it appeared the bones had fused in a
twisted way.
[Herb recalled Alexa's words] ”I gave him something that he'll remember
fo r a long tim e.” (Pike, 1991, p. 159)
Betty:

The dad was in this chapter. . . . What did you think of him? .. .

Petree: Well, 1 am sort of wondering what she did to him . . . because he was all—
He was a wreck.
Betty:

What do you think she did?

Petree: Maybe she shot him or maybe she hit him with a baseball bat.
Betty:

What about Alexa's mom?

Petree: She sounds like she just wants to ignore that anything happens in that
house. She takes sleeping pills. . . .
Betty: Sexually abusive father, drug addict mother. From what you understand
about her home life does it seem like Alexa might be kind of screwed up?
Petree: Yeah. She seems, w ell-she seems like she handles it okay.
Betty':

She handled her dad okay.

Petree: That could have been self-defense.
Although Alexa had orchestrated the meeting up on the cliff, she chose to remain in
the background. As charges and counter-charges compounded, confusion gave way to
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violence. Sammie, in a desperate attempt to protect herself, shot Stephen, and Theo,
learning that Sammie was involved in his brother's death, shot Sammie. The following
passage describes Sammie's final moments:
Sammie jerked involuntarily toward the edge of the cliff. She let out a faint
strangled cry before toppling over the edge. Then her cry changed to a
heart-wrenching wail that did not grow fainter as she fell, but lo u d er... .
She was alive all the way to the bottom . . . She was alive when she
hit. . . .
She had not landed on the rocks, but on top of the wreckage of the red
Fiat. A charred metal sword pierced straight through her crumpled form. (Pike,
1991, pp. 171-175)
Betty:

Okay, what's going on?

Petree: Sammie killed Roger and then she killed Lisa and she set up Alexa, and I
don't know what Stephen knew about it, and then . .. Sammie shot Stephen and
Theo shot Sammie and that's it.
Betty:

All of it? So we found out who the horror figure is . . . and it's Sammie.

Petree: Um h u m .. . . I mean, I didn't think she was an important character . . .
until now.
Betty:

Y ou thought of her of just coming and going without any reason.

Petree: Yeah. . . .
Betty:

Why do you think that Sammie would kill R oger?. . .

Petree: Well, in the book it said that Sammie accidentally killed Roger. She said
that she . . . turned too quickly and knocked him off the road or something and
maybe Lisa knew that she killed Roger, so . . . she killed Lisa to get rid of her.
Betty:

If it was an accident, why would Sammie worry?

Petree: Maybe it wasn't an accident.. . .
Betty:

How many pages do we have left? . . .

Petree: I don't know. It seems like we are already at the end of the book right
now. . . .
Betty:

What's going to happen in 68 pages?

Petree: Somebody is going to figure out that that is not what really happened. . . .
Betty:

If this story was going to end happily, how- would it end?

Petree: You mean like happily-ever-after? . . . I think for Herb, it would turn out
that Sammie was framing Alexa and working with Stephen... . They figured it all
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out so Herb and Alexa went to the police and told them all about Sammie . . . So
the police busted them . .. and they went to jail for a million years, and Herb and
Alexa grew up and dated and got married and live happily ever after.
Betty:

Do you think that will happen?

Petree: It would be corny. . . . It's too easy. . . .
Betty:

What would be a happy ending for Alexa?

Petree: Alexa? Well, right now I think that she murdered Lisa, so for her I think
. . . Sammie goes to jail and she finds out that Herb took the picture, so he goes to
jail too. Lisa is out of the picture . . . so that is good, so she is in the clear and her
and Stephen are just considered innocent. .. .
Betty:

Happy ending for Sammie? . . .

Petree: First they get back the picture . . . and they take it to the police and so the
police put Alexa in j a i l . . . and then she marries Herb.
Once Herb finished telling Fitzsimmons a version of the story that cleared Alexa of
wrong doing in the deaths of Roger, Lisa, Stephen, and Sammie, the detective was
extremely concerned about Herb's safety. Unconvinced of Alexa's innocence,
Fitzsimmons advised Herb to stay away from her and, if possible, to come to the station in
Parvo immediately. Since Herb was expecting a visit from Alexa within the hour, he tried
to dismiss the issue. Suspecting that Herb intended to see her, Fitzsimmons offered to
drive to Herb's house. Herb repeatedly denied the need for protective intervention.
After Herb concluded his conversation with the detective, he began to reconsider
his position. In the event that he was wrong about Alexa, Herb prepared for her arrival by
hiding a knife under his pillow and programming his time-lapse camera.
Alexa was bright and cheerful as she stepped into his house and, as soon as she
realized that they were alone, offered Herb some cookies that she had baked that morning.
After their snack, Alexa headed for Herb's bedroom. Following a few moments of
passion, Alexa pulled a rope out of her sack and suggested that she tie Herb to his bed.
More curious than sexually aroused, Herb went along with Alexa's plan. Once
compromised, Herb caught Alexa off guard by suggesting that they talk about "all the
things [they] couldn't talk about when [his] hands were free" (Pike, 1991, p. 210).
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Alexa drew in a sharp breath. It was as if all the smiles and laughter that
she had put on the last two days were suddenly wiped clean. . . .
"You know," she said finally. (Pike, 1991, p. 210)
Herb pressed Alexa for details and, considering that Herb was compromised, Alexa
was willing to share her story of theft, cocaine, drug-laced sugar cookies, and murder.
Once she completed her narrative, Alexa began the process of killing Herb: death by
overdose. Realizing that the end was near, Herb reached for his knife. Anticipating his
actions, Alexa merely tugged on the ropes that bound Herb's wrists and tossed his knife
aside. Alexa continued her business by gagging Herb's mouth with duct tape, then forced
Herb to inhale cocaine cut with strychnine by holding it under his nostrils.
"It won't hurt too much, as long as you cooperate." . . .
Herb held his breath.. . . She waited for him to count past a hundred and fifty. At
that excruciating point he was forced to draw in a desperate breath.. . .
"That's a boy," she said, patting him on the back.
The powder immediately clogged his nasal passages; there was too much
of i t . . . . He felt as if someone had rammed a blowtorch high into his sinus cavities
and turned on a blue flame. The pain was more than he could have imagined. He
snorted out as hard as he could, trying to dispel the powder, but all he succeeded in
doing was spraying the front of his shirt with blood. . . .
The drug began to enter his brain . . . He immediately began to hallucinate.
Alexa's pupils turned solid b lack .. . . They were now wide-open windows into her
soul, a starless void, where not a trace of light shone. She grinned a mouth filled
with glowing teeth, her lips so red they looked as if they dripped blood.
"That wasn't so bad, was it?" she said-and reached for more powder.
(Pike, 1991, pp. 242-244)
In the epilogue, Alexa attended the combined funerals of Sammie, Stephen, Lisa,
and Herb Trasker. As the minister spoke of the Valley of Death, Alexa fantasized about her
career plans: "She was going to be a star. It was her destiny" (Pike, 1991, p. 246). Alexa
had brought her father to the ceremony. Angry for teaching "her about boys before she
was ready to learn" (p. 159), Alexa contemplated his "premature burial before she left for
L. A." (p. 247). As Alexa was leaving the cemetery, Sergeant Fitzsimmons arrived with
Herb's final set of photos.
"You are a wicked girl," he said flatly.
Alexa glanced at the top picture. Herb was lying tied to his bed. His shirt
was soaked red. She was sitting beside, feeling at his neck for his pulse, smiling.
It was not a flattering picture. The camera lens had caught her poor sid e .. . .
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"At least I'm not a wicked boy," she replied.
Fitzsimmons read Alexa her rights. (Pike, 1991, p. 248).
Betty:

Did you like it?

Petree: Yeah. It was good . . . I wasn't expecting that at the end. I wasn't
expecting Herb to die. . . . I guess I was expecting Fitzsimmons to come in and
save him.
Betty:

Yeah. I had the same feeling.. . .

Betty:

How would you describe Alexa? . . .

Petree: Cold and she doesn't care—but she does. She thinks the world of herself
and that she can get away with anything.
Betty:

So, when did your opinion change about her?

Petree: I think maybe it started when he got those pictures developed.
Betty:

You didn't believe her story?

Petree: I did, but I also believed the other story. I believed them both to a certain
extent.
Betty:

What about Herb?

Petree: I think he, um, I think he's maybe naive because . . . he tricks himself into
believing like how Alexa hadn't killed any of these people because he liked her so
much. . . . He doesn't want to admit the truth, he just wants to hide from it. . . .
Betty:

So Herb's motive for falling into Alexa's trap was?

Petree: Well, I don't think he really had a motive; it just happened. Well, I guess
he did have a motive because he wanted her to confess and talk . . . and he would
get her on film so that he would have proof that she really did kill him.
Betty: So when did he come to that realization that Alexa may be guilty? Just five
minutes before that, he was arguing with the detective about Alexa being innocent..
.. What was stopping Herb from seeing the truth about Alexa?
Petree: He had never captured the real Alexa on film . . . or maybe he wanted to
believe that the fake Alexa was the real A lexa Maybe he wanted to believe
that. . . .
Betty: Let's put it this way: if Alexa is guilty, then why Herb? Or if Alexa is
innocent, then why Herb? . . .
Petree: Okay, if Alexa is innocent. . . she really likes his company. . . . she finds
him attractive, but that doesn't make sense.
Betty:

Why?
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Petree: Because of the people that she hung around with, and the people that he
hung around with, don't hang out together. Like that thing 1 said before about
Herb being unattractive and wasn't popular . ..
Betty:

So why is he dying?

Petree: Because he liked Alexa and he wanted to believe that it was true.
Betty:

So if Alexa is guilty what does that mean for Herb?

Petree: That she didn't really like him and that she was just using him and th a t. . .
she didn't care at all about Herb. He was just another obstacle. . . .
Betty:

Now if you were Herb, which one would you want to believe?

Petree: That she was innocent.. . . I think that it started out that after he met
Alexa, he started thinking that he really was somebody worth being. But then he
started figuring out that he really was a loser and it sort of grew into a quest to find
out the truth and why everything happened. . . . Herb was a big hero. . . . He sort
of sacrificed himself so they could see the truth.
Betty: We learned that [Alexa] was sexually abused by her father. Does that have
a place in all of this?
Petree: Maybe . .. maybe she is hurting inside because of that and maybe that is
why she killed Lisa partly, or maybe that made her psycho. I don't really know.
Betty:

So you are seeing Alexa as kind of a victim now?

Petree: Sort of.
Betty: Would that be like some kind of a justification for doing bad things to other
people?
Petree: No, not to me. I don't think that justifies doing something to another
person, especially killing them.
Betty:

It seems like she got even with her dad.

Petree: Oh y eah .. . . It said that "She did something that he'll never forget" or
something.
Betty:

How does Alexa seem here?

Petree: Sort of evil, corrupt and vengeful.
Betty:

Are there people in real life [like this]?

Petree: Sort of, but these characters are sort of—let me think—exaggerated.. . .
Betty:

Do you like the characters?
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Petree: Yeah. 1 mean, well, not like if they were real people they wouldn't be my
friends, but I like them in the sto ry .. ..
Betty:

But the way you talked about Alexa, would she have been your friend?

Petree: Um hum, probably.
Betty:

Would Sammie have been your friend?

Petree: No. Probably not.
Betty:

Lisa?

Petree: She probably would have been my friend, but I would have always been
talking behind her back . . . because she is so bossy and I'd probably be telling
Alexia all the time, "Oh, I hate it when she does this, and I hate it when she does
that, and I hate it when she always tells me what to d o ." . ..
Betty: In high school, do they think that if something bad happens to a kid, then
they are going to be bad when they grow up?
Petree: Well, it doesn't have to be'cause you can choose. Some people that
happened to . . . are grown up now. . . . They chose not to let it bother them and
they chose to move on. But other people carried it over them—this dark ram
cloud—their whole life. . . .
Betty: You told me that you wanted to read a book that really could happen.. . .
In this book, the things can happen, as far-fetched as it may b e .. ..
Petree: I thought this book was the best. I like sad endings. . . . So, if
Fitzsimmons would have come in at the last minute and saved Herb and Alexa
would have gone to jail and well, bla, bla, bla. I think this was better.
Betty: The other day when I asked you about different ways that the story could
end. . . . I almost called you and asked you how you wanted the story to end. If I
had, would you have said, "I would really like it if Roger, Stephen, Sammie, Lisa,
and Herb would all be d e ad ,. . . and Alexa would go to prison?" . . .
Petree: I always want it to end unexpectedly.
At this point in our conversation, I wanted to loop back through the text to gather
information from a reflective standpoint.
Betty:

Well, let's start with the setting. . . .

Petree: W ell,. . . It's in a small town where you would think nothing would go
wrong . . . because everyone knows each o th e r. . . so everyone trusts each other.
. . . You just wouldn't expect that kind of thing to happen.
Betty: . . . When you are talking about a small town, are you talking about
Wheaton? Wheaton is a small town?
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Petree: Yeah. . . .
Betty: What would be the difference then between that and a town where you
would expect this kind of stuff to happen?
Petree: 1 don't know. . . .
Betty: Why would [violence] be more expected in a big town than a small town. I
am still not understanding that.
Petree: Neither do I. Um, because in a bigger town there would be more crime.
.. . Okay, it is because there is more of a variety of people in bigger towns.
Betty:

Meaning?

Petree: Meaning .. . there are more racial groups, more people of different ethnic
backgrounds, there are different places. Okay. When I lived in the city, the south
side and downtown, you didn't want to go there because it was the bad side of
town. And the north side of town was the really good side of town. Northeast was
the good side of town, and the northwest was just regular. And so down on the
south part of town, most of the people they came from the same racial group, they
had~
Betty:

Which was?

Petree: Well, I don't mean to sound racist or anything but most of them were
Blacks or Mexicans or Hispanics and Latinos and they were usually the people
who—they were brought up that way.
Betty:

What way?

Petree: In a community where people stole from each other all the time. They
deceived each other and they are used to drive by shootings and stuff like that. But
the people on the north side of town, they weren't used to that. I mean they heard
about that all the time on the news, but it never happened to them in their
neighborhood or to anyone that they knew.
Betty:

So what color are these people? What ethnic background?

Petree: White, Caucasian.
Betty:

Euro-American?

Petree: Yeah. The Great Britain type. . . . And also the people down in the
southern part of town, they didn't go to church or anything. They didn't really
believe in God, and then the people on the other side of town did. . . .
Betty:

So where is the wealth? Where is the money?

Petree: On the north side. . . . The central northeast side, they are wealthy, wait,
wealthy to middle class. And then people on the northwest side were about middle
class. And then the people on the south side are the lower class. . . . So on the
south side where they didn't have much money and weren't as wealthy is probably
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why they turned to stealing. And then on the north side, they didn't have to
because they already had everything. Well, almost everything. . . . They were
content.
Betty: And so, the book that you were reading, where would you place that in
your social setting?
Petree: I think most small towns are mostly middle class. Pretty content people.
They usually have about five percent, maybe not even that much, of lower class and
then five percent upper class.
Betty:

And the majority are middle class?

Petree: Um hum.
Betty:

Was there anybody in that book that you saw as upper class?

Petree: Maybe Alexa because it said that she had a big house, but she was still
messed up.
Betty:

Why did that surprise you?

Petree: Well, I always imagine like wealthy people being perfect. They have
everything they need and they have practically everything they w an t.. . . They are
just perfect.
Betty:

So they don't have problems?

Petree: Yeah.
Betty:

What about Alexa's dad?

Petree: You mean his problem with his legs?
Betty: I guess I was talking about sex more than his legs. Do you associate that
kind of problem with the upper class?
Petree: I don't know where that problem goes . . . because it's everywhere.
Betty:

When a man does that to his daughter?

Petree: Yeah, 1 guess.. . . Okay, I think maybe it happens everywhere, but when
it gets into the middle and upper class people are better at hiding it because of their
dignity and their reputations. . ..
Betty: Now Alexa, as we found out, is not a very nice person. She did a good
job of hiding it though didn't she?
Petree: Um hum.
Betty: Would you say then that we could blame Alexa's parents for her problems?
Or wouldn't you go that far?
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Petree: I don't know, I think it has something to do with their personality too.
There is a certain . . . spark that makes their mind just think that way. . . . They just
d o n 't. . . realize what they are doing or maybe they just don't have a conscience.
Betty:

In Alexa's case what do you think the reason was?

Petree: I think the problems are just her own and some problems . . . she caused
for herself.. . . She didn't listen to herself or her conscience-if she had a
conscience—about what was right and wrong. And she didn't care if she hurt other
people . . . maybe because she had already been hurt by her parents. . . .
Betty: Getting back to the community. You said that the majority of the people
would be from the middle class. Lisa?
Petree: I don't really know about Lisa. It didn't really explain that much about her
family.
Betty: All we know is that she lived in the same neighborhood as Alexa. . . .
What about Roger and Theo?
Petree: I think they were middle class.
Betty:

Sammie?

Petree: Middle.
Betty:

And Herb?

Petree: The same.
Betty:

Middle?

Petree: Y eah.
Betty:

Was there anyone that was lower class in this book?

Petree: Not exactly, but I think that Alexa and Lisa, their social status was upper
class, but inside they were really lower class because of their values. Just because
of the way they were.
Betty:

What do you mean?

Petree: By snorting cocaine and how their boyfriends steal for them and um,
selling those cookies just so they could get more money for cocaine. Everything
had a catch.
Betty:

How do you see that as being lower class?

Petree: Like the stealing? Probably that is more lower class.
Betty:

Do you think that just people from the lower class steal?
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Petree: Like you don't hear of the richest guy in America, he doesn't go around to
other people's houses and steal their stereos or something.
Betty':

So that isn't something that upper class people would do?

Petree: No. . . .
Betty:

Okay. What was Herb's economic condition again?

Petree: Well, it wasn't too great but it didn't sound too bad either.
Betty: He was in high school and had to work in a factory at night, his mom was
a single parent, his dad took off when he was bom, and she worked as a secretary.
Petree: All right, middle class but having trouble.. . .
Betty:

What about Sammie?

Petree: What about her?
Betty:

Where does Sammie fit into this social setting, the social world?

Petree: Well, she was friends with Theo and Herb, and her economic status was
about the same as Herb's. But, she wasn't liked anymore than they were in school.
. . . It said that she was really bad looking, and usually the more popular people are
pretty and handsome. The same reason that Herb and Theo weren't popular. . . .
Betty’:

Do you remember the description of Sammie?

Petree: . . . She eats like my brother, but he's not overweight. He's a stick. He
[went] to McDonald's and ordered two Big Macs, a hamburger, a large chocolate
milk shake, a large fry, and when he was done, he went back and got an apple pie.
. . . Then when he went back to the car and we stopped at another gas station and
he came back with a whole bunch of candy and he just ate it himself. And then he
ate all the cookies and muffins in the cooler and I was stuffed on 3 1/2 chicken
nuggets.
Betty: Okay, now you just compared Sammie to your brother. What is that
saying?
Petree: She is like a g u y .. . . She is like a guy who plays football.
Betty:

Is that a good thing to be?

Petree: No. I wouldn't want to be compared to my brother. . . . I wouldn't want
anyone to say, "Petree is just like her brother. She can eat four Big Macs in a
sitting and have room for more."
Betty

Not something you would be proud of?

Petree

No way. I don't think I could eat one Big Mac in a sitting.

Betty:

So do you get the feeling that Sammie didn't have very much status?
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Petree: Yeah.
Betty:

And her undesirable qualities are?

Petree: Her haircut, her body, her dress, her attitude towards other people. . . .
She was always cracking jokes about popular people. It seems like she only sees
the negative in other people. .. .
Betty:

So are you supposed to ignore the negatives in other people?

Petree: Well, I think you get along a lot better and you are happier if you . . . don't
concentrate on them so much and be a pessim ist.. . .
Betty:
place.

You said that this kind of stuff wouldn't be happening in that kind of a

Petree: Well, it might be happening, but you wouldn't expect it to be happening.
Betty:

And these kids are all from the same ethnic group which would be?

Petree: I don't want to say it: white, Caucasian.
Betty:

So . . . who is the target audience?

Petree: Teenagers.
Betty:

How old?

Petree: My age.
Betty:

What ethnic group?

Petree: All kinds.
Betty:

All ethnic groups would read this book and identify with it?

Petree: Yeah.
Betty:

And the values that are being reflected?

Petree: None.
Betty:

No values?

Petree: Not like the fairy tales that always had a lesson at the end of i t . . . .
Betty':

These books don't have any values?

Petree: Maybe unintentionally. . . .
Betty:

Well, what were some of Sammie's good points?
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Petree: She wasn't going to let anyone tell her that she wasn't fine just the way she
is. That's why she didn't care what anyone thought of her because she thought
enough of herself. . . .
Betty: Did you ever at any time get the feeling, especially when it mentioned that
stuff about Lisa, that Sammie was maybe a lesbian? More attracted to girls than
boys?
Petree: Um, I don't really like the topic.
Betty: You don't have to like the topic, I just raised the question. Did you ever
get that impression?
Petree: No, well, I never even thought about that.
Betty:

Well is that thought about at Prairie Middle School? . . .

Petree: Well, they are never serious, just in a way like, "Bobbi, I hate her; she is
so gay." But it is just meant as a joke. We would just say that because we don't
like her. . . .
Betty:

Because you don't like her, you would question her sexuality?

Petree: Yeah, or if they don't act the way we think they should act, the way a gay
person would act, then we would call them gay or something. It sounds really
mean.
Betty: Doesn't it? So what are they supposed to do when people are mean?
C hange?. . .
Petree: I don't think anyone really cares. I think that if they would change that
would be really great, but people know that they are really not. So people say they
are because we are just joking, unless they are really gay and then—There isn't
really anyone that I really think is gay except Ruth. She is a coordinator or
something like that. We had this big topic on gays, excuse me, homosexuals. And
she said that you can't tell if a guy is gay just because he raises his arms just like
this, or because he talks in a high pitched sound, or because he loves to shop . . .
but I guess a lot of time on TV they reveal homosexual men in that way. They
wave their arms like this, or move their wrists like th is .. . . Homosexual men, they
show them that way.
Betty:

As very feminine.

Petree: Yeah.
Betty”

They don't show them as football players?

Petree: Yeah. . . .
Betty:

So the stereotype is?

Petree: Fashion designers or make-up artists.
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Betty:

And girls?

Petree: For girls, they might be really jockish-that is not a w ord-they are into
sports or they are just totally despise men--think they are scum.
Betty:

Male haters.

Petree: Yeah.
Betty:

And your teacher, says that is not true.

Petree: Yeah, but a lot of time I think it is true, but it is not always tru e .. ..
Betty:

So what is the impression of gays at Prairie? Good thing, bad thing?

Petree: I guess it would be a weird, uncomfortable, funny, disgusting thing.
Betty:

Wouldn't be tolerated? Wouldn't be accepted?

Petree: No. People would make fun of them if they knew for sure.
Betty:

Just fun?

Petree: People would beat them up. . . .
Petree: This one time . . . we had this worksheet and it had this question, "If
someone you knew was lesbian sat down beside you . . . what would you do?"
And I really wanted to say that I wouldn't care, that I wouldn't mind. I put down
that I would probably scoot over just a little; I would feel uncomfortable. I would
have all kinds of questions running through my mind, like "How come people are
like that?" sort of things, and, um, I think practically everyone did put down things
like that, or worse. Some said they would get up and move. It just is not tolerated.
Betty:

Out of curiosity, what did Ruth think about your responses?

Petree: Our group leader . . . reviewed our questions with us and she didn't think
it was right. I know it is not right, but I can't help the way I feel about i t . . . . At
the end of every meeting we . . . get a piece of paper and pencil and if you have a
question you want to ask you write it d o w n .. . . And she is about your age, or
older, and not married. And this one time, someone asked if she was gay and she
got kind of mad. And she wanted to know why someone would ask if she was
gay. And she isn't married, and she is 40 something, and she has never been
married, and she isn't engaged or anything, and she isn't dating anyone, and she
doesn't have a boyfriend. . . . Usually people are married before they are 35 . . .
and I guess everyone just wonders why she isn't married.
Betty:

Like there is something wrong with her?

Petree: Yeah, something like that.
Betty:

Like she isn't normal?

Petree: Yeah. Um hum.
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Betty:

So that was all that she said?

Petree: No. She just talked about stereotypes and that she wasn't gay. And she
said that she was just frazzled that people would have questions about her sexuality
just because she wasn't married and she thought that was kind of weird. 1 think
that is kind of weird too, but we are supposed to be able to ask questions. And it
might have been partially a joke.
Betty: So what you are saying is that kids your age, Euro-American kids, city of
Wheaton, and the wealthier south end actually-Petree: I didn't say that we had money.
Betty:

Do you see any difference between the north end and the south end? . . .

Petree: Maybe a minor one
Betty:

Any difference between Prairie Middle School and Jefferson?

Petree: Not really.
Betty: Are there just as many kids from different ethnic groups at Prairie View as
at Jefferson?
Petree: Well actually, there are more Afro-Americans at Jefferson, but you have to
remember that there aren't that many Afro-Americans [in this area].
Betty:

What about Native Americans?

Petree: I don't know, but there aren't any, oh yeah, there is one. There is one guy
at our school, he's Native American.
Betty:

Just one?

Petree: Just one and he's brand new, and two Afro-Americans.
Betty: One Native American, two Afro-Americans. Any Hispanics or Latinos or
Asians?
Petree: Well, I guess I am not sure if Shane is American Indian or Mexican, but he
is one of those two. And he is the only one. I can't think of anyone who is
oriental. There are a couple of people who might be . . . of Latino background, but
I don't know.
Betty:

How' many students go to your school? . . .

Petree: I think about 600.
Betty: So we are talking about a sea of white faces.. . . So if you had a girl like
Sammie in school--
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Petree: We have lots of Sammies in school. We were just talking about one this
morning. [Bobbi], um, wears the same thing practically everyday. She wears her
hair . . . in a high ponytail like in the '80s style. She wears the same sweatshirt,
the same shorts. She was wearing the same shorts in January. She either wears
these jean shorts or this skirt thing. The same sweatshirt or shirt.
Betty:

Is she poor?

Petree: No. . . . I know where she lives. She's not really poor at all. . . . I don't
think she ever washes her clothes. She smells really bad. I don't think she wears
deodorant. She never shaves her legs and she wears shorts all the time, and she
has the same ratty tennis shoes that she had last year. ... And she either never
wears make-up or she wears it really weird—all wrong. She wears heavy eye
shadow really ugly and globs of mascara and tons of blush so that it is bright red
right here. She's fat and a lot of time she will wear a tight shirt or something. The
other day, one of my sort-of-friends invited Bobbi over to our table. I don't mean
to be mean, but I don't like her at all, she is a slut.
Betty:

She is a slut? What does she do?

Petree: W ell,.. . There is this guy, and Bobbi was going out with him at the
beginning of the y e a r. . . and she is really ugly, and then this new girl, Jennifer,
she is even uglier, he started going out with her then and then Bobbi got really mad
and then she like started kissing him in front of Jennifer.. . . But anyway, my
friend .. . wanted to eat by Bobbi for a couple of days. So she was sitting at our
table, and I didn't like it, but I didn't say anything; I just pretended like she wasn't
there. Before we were allowed to get up and get our lunch, and they were just
saying, "Oh, I am so full. 1 am so fat. I don't think I will eat again." . . . "I think
I'm anorexic." And then they called our table up . . . and my friend and Bobbi
were just complaining about how fat they are, and then they went through the fry
line and got pizza. Our pizza is the most greasy thing you have ever seen. It is a
definite orange. I got it a couple of times last year, and I took about that thick of
napkins to glob off the grease and then I could hardly eat it. They ate the whole
thing. Then [they] were asking if we were going to drink our juice, or if we were
going to drink our milk. And then they went up to alacarte and they bought fruit
roll ups, ice cream sandwiches, cookies, doughnuts-all kinds of junk food. Then
they came back, they ate it all, and asked people for more food. And then . . . she
ate all of someone else's fries, and someone bought me a fruit roll-up because she
owed me some money, and I gave all these little pieces away. And then I gave
Bobbi the other half of my fruit roll-up. And they just literally tore it apart. They
were like chickens. A cock fight, you know, and they were having a fight and
stuff, you know how they fight? And all I could think about was how they were
complaimng about how fat they were and how much they hated themselves. They
just do not care. They don't have any motivation at all.
Betty:

Well, from what you are saying, life in middle school is tough.

Petree: Well, there are some people that just don't care what they do. . . . And all
of the snobs in school-I just can't stand them. I just don't understand how they
can be so mean to people. I know I am mean to people sometimes, but not as cruel
as they are. . . . Okay, if in a life and death situation, if they were hanging on the
edge of a cliff, 1 would help them. And then the next day at school, they wouldn't
even remember my name. But if I were hanging off a cliff, they would be like,
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"Who is gonna help her?" "Not me." But some of them aren't like th a t. . . some
of them are even my fnends, but I wouldn't call them real friends.
Betty: So w'hen you read these horror novels . . . it doesn't sound so foreign
from what you are saying. . . . I mean, no one is going to kill anyone, but is the
rest of . . . what you are reading is sort of like what is going on, but with a more
evil tw'ist?
Petree: Yeah.
Betty':

So when bad characters like Lisa and Sammie die, it is no big deal?

Petree: I'd feel bad if Bobbi died, I mean, I'd feel like, "Why did I treat her so bad
or something?" But she isn't my friend, she doesn't care a thing about me. And
about the drugs? There are lots of kids in my school that use drugs. . . .
Betty:

Cocaine or pot?

Petree: Pot.
Betty: Why do you think the author would include stuff like cocaine use in a book
written for adolescents? . . .
Petree: It makes the text more juicy.
Betty:

What about the sex? Does that make the text more juicy too?

Petree: I don't really care for that part. . . .
Betty: What is it about sex that bothers you so much? Is it not something you are
not interested in or ready for?
Petree: Both.
Betty: So even though it was a horror novel, even though you said that it didn't
seem like that kind of thing would happen around here, some parts of it [are]
happening.
Petree: Um hum.
Betty: And then you said that the kids in your group ask a lot of questions about
sex, sexuality. I'm curious, by reading these books is some of that curiosity
satisfied? Or do you still have questions?
Petree: Parts, but I still have some questions.
Betty:

What about the part about Alexa and her dad?

Petree: It kind of makes it sad.
Betty: So when you are reading these books are you picking up good
information, any tips?
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Petree: 1 wouldn't say that. . . .
Betty:

Does anything in the book seem -D oes it evoke strong emotions?

Petree: No.
Betty:

Okay. Is it amusing? When you are reading is it just like fun? . . .

Petree: It is like watching a movie that you have already watched five times.
Betty:

Why five times?

Petree: Because it doesn't really make you feel anything. It doesn't make you
laugh anymore. It doesn't make you cry anymore, but you still like it because it's a
good movie. Because the first time it made you laugh or cry a whole lot.
Betty:

But you are reading this book for the first time.

Petree: Yeah. That is why it makes you seem like you have read it five times.
Betty:
sad.

Um. In this book kids are dying, flesh is burning, flesh is peeling, its not

Petree: It's, well, more disgusting than sad.
Betty:

And you like the disgusting?

Petree: It is interesting—not that I like it. It's intriguing.. . . I don't like to read
books about how old Mrs. Smith, the 80-year old woman down the street pets her
cat everyday. It's not like I don't like old people, but . . . and when people live
happily ever after, that is not real.
Betty:

Did you tell me once that these books are more real?

Petree: Yeah. On the news you are always hearing about somebody dying.
Somebody kills themselves by jumping off of a skyscraper because they are
depressed. Right?
Betty: Do you think the books have an impact on you, your life, the way you
think, the way you behave?
Petree: Not me. I don't even think about them.

CHAPTER VI
TIFF: A READER'S RESPONSE
The Reader
At the time Tiff participated in the study, she was in the seventh grade at a junior
high school located on a military base located outside of Wheaton. In addition to living in
this area and attending the base school for three years, Tiff has lived in several other parts
of the country. With respect to T iffs family, shortly after T iffs birth her parents were
divorced. Her mother remarried a man employed by the Air Force when Tiff was five.
Since that time, two children have been added to the family. T iffs mother is employed as a
waitress in a restaurant near Wheaton and Tiff spends her weekends baby-sitting.
The Text
The novel Tiff chose to read for the study, Christopher Pike's (1989) Remember
Me. was unique in that the female protagonist, Shari Cooper, was dead and retelling her
story as a ghost. Shari attended a party the night that she supposedly committed suicide by
jumping off a balcony. Shari was quite certain, however, that she was murdered by one of
the party guests. Following her funeral, Shari was approached by a former admirer who
had died in a motorcycle accident six months earlier. Together, Shari and Peter tried to
determine "who done it."
Shari's bizarre tale began hours after her birth. Mary Parish, Shari's biological
mother, had fallen in love with her sister's husband. When Mary's sister, Mrs. Foulton,
realized that her sister was pregnant with her husband's child, it destroyed her mamage.
As a nurse at the local hospital, on the day that Mary gave birth the irate sister decided to
switch M art 's baby with another newborn, thereby eradicating the reminder of her
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husband's infidelity. Thus, instead of raising her own child, Mary Parish unknowingly
raised the daughter of the wealthy Cooper family.
It was by coincidence that Mary Parish worked as a housekeeper in the Cooper
mansion. After several years, Mary learned of her sister's act of spite. She remained silent
about the exchange of the newborns because she didn't want to disrupt the lives of Shan
and Amanda. If it hadn't been for Amanda falling in love with Jimmy Cooper, her
biological brother, the situation involving the displaced daughters may have remained
stable. Learning this information about her birth helped Shari unravel the mystery
surrounding her death.
The Response
Early in the text, Shan recounted her life as an attractive, vivacious, mortal
teenager. Shari was raised in a wealthy family consisting of her parents and her diabetic
brother, Jimmy. Although Shari cared about her parents, they were so busy in their social
worlds-which included her mother's weekly visits to a therapist~they had little time for
their children (Pike, 1989).
In addition to enjoying a loving relationship with her older brother, Jimmy, Shari
developed a close bond with their housekeeper, Mary Parish. Shan had always felt sorry
for Mary because her husband left her shortly after the birth of their daughter, Amanda.
Jimmy and Amanda had fallen in "love at first sight" (Pike, 1989, p. 4) when they met at
Shari's 18th birthday party. It came as a shock to Jimmy when Amanda stopped returning
his calls.
Tiff: This girl Shari is dead and she is telling about herself. . . . She is kind of
alive still because she can see what is going on around her, and it's kind of scary if
you were alive, but you can't talk to anybody and they can't see you. . . . By
yourself and alone. . . . She used to complain about how she looked, but now she
doesn't really care because nobody can see her.
Betty: Can you tell at all what kind of person she is?
Tiff: I think she was kind of a happy person because she got the Best Smile
award and everything and kind of pretty-----She told us that Amanda and her
brother are going out and that Amanda isn't really one of her friends. . . . She really
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likes Amanda's mom and feels sorry for her because she has had a hard life because
her husband left her. . . .
Betty: Did you get the impression that Shari and the housekeeper were good
friends? . . .
Tiff: Yeah, because she calls her Mama Mary-----It sounds like they give each
other advice . . . and it seems like they are closer than her and her mom are.
Betty: What do you think of the description of Amanda?
Tiff: She is a fantasy of her brother and very mysterious and pretty; she has dark
hair. . . . Shan kind of thinks she is . . . a snob.
Betty: What kind of home do you get the feeling that Shari comes from?
Tiff: Well, her parents are probably gone a l o t. . . she comes from a pretty good
home, with Jimmy, how close her and her brother are . . . and she kind of says that
her mom is a snob sometimes 'cause she takes like an hour . . . to make sure she
looks pretty and everything.. . . It says that the mom and Shari don't have a lot in
common or anything and it says just anywhere she goes . . . she takes an hour to
do her make-up and that is what I would consider a sn o b .. . . I think that she
wishes that her mom would spend more time with them.
Betty: What is the difference between her mom and that Mrs. Parish? . . .
Tiff: Mary seems like she has time for them. . . . Mary acts .. . more like a
mother than Shari's mother does.
Betty: How does a mother act?
Tiff: Well, she spends time with her children and takes really, really good care of
them. . . . I mean, a mother spends a l o t. . . of time with her kids . . . and she
loves them in her own way and not the way that a therapist would kind of suggest.
. . . You know, some people just don't have the mother qualities—natural-they can
still learn and not just sit there and like take the suggestions of a therapist on
knowing how to live. . . . I think she should just try her best and her best should be
good enough. . . .
Betty: So she is missing something that women are supposed to have?
Tiff: Yeah. . . . And she says that her mom has a big house, great clothes. . . and
an okay daughter. . . . Maybe she thinks that her mom is playing favorites with her
and her brother. She probably thinks her mom favors Jimmy more than Shari.
Betty: What do you think of S h a ri. . . when she talks like this?
Tiff: Well, she is being honest. She knows what is going on. . . . I'm sure that
her mom doesn't favor either one of them. She likes them both. They are both her
favorites.. .. Most mothers don't do that. They both are equal. I mean, they are
the same blood so they are equal.
Bettyr: Same blood?
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Tiff:

Yeah.

Although Shan mentioned that she was not a cheerleader, she considered herself a
popular person and had a steady boyfnend named Daniel. According to Shan, Daniel was
more attracted to her Ferran than he was to her. "He seldom showed any deep feelings or
concern for anything but 'things'" (Pike, 1989, p. 13). The following passages describes
Shari and Daniel's physical relationship:
We used to make out in his bedroom with the music on real loud. And
then, one warm and lustful evening . . . we took off our clothes and almost had
sex.
I loved to think about sex. I could fantasize six hours a day and not get
tired, even if I was repeating the same fantasy with only slight variations.. . .
When we got naked together in bed, things did not go well. Daniel couldn't. . .
Oh, this will sound crude if 1 say i t . . . he was as fast as the car. I left the room a
virgin. (Pike, 1989, p. 15)
On the night of her murder, Shari, Daniel, Amanda, and Jo Foulton were on their
way to Beth Palmone's birthday party. Shari considered Beth as "the latest in a string of
bitches who were trying to steal [her] boyfriend away" (Pike, 1989, p. 3). Jo had
nicknamed her "Big Beth" because of the size of her breasts. Shari believed that her
nicknames "gave Jo the feeling that she had control over her environment" (p. 39).
Betty: Do you ever call someone a name that could be interpreted badly?
Tiff: Yeah. I do. . . . I call my friend Flabbio.. . . Some people call me Freckles
. . . and then there is this other kid like who has really, really, red hair and we call
him "Burn-out" and .. . it's just kind of all in fun.
Betty: Is there any time that nicknames aren't fun?
Tiff: Yeah, when you are calling someone a "slut" or something . . . that is not,
like, okay.
Betty: So . .. what does it do to that person?
Tiff: It makes them feel like they were back-stabbed because they don't have
control over what you do or what you call them. . . .
Betty: So what would happen if you called someone "gay" or something like
that? . . .
Tiff:

That is not something to be saying to people, you know.
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Betty: What would it do to someone if you did?
Tiff: It could ruin their reputation or make them lose their self-confidence. I
mean, they wouldn't have their friends. Their friends would probably back out on
them.
Betty: Why?
Tiff:
'Cause it could be true. Someone could just say that out of the blue and
maybe your friends would think they just got mad and said this, or it could be true.
. . . If it is true . . . your friends are not probably gonna want to hang around you
or anything. . . . I mean, if is like your best friend, then, you know, maybe then
they would defend you. But if they are not your really, really, te st friend, then
they are gonna back down, and that is about it. . . .
Betty: So there is a lot of power in the naming?
Tiff: Um h u m . . . . And then there was this one part where Shari was describing
Beth and she is saying that there is more to Beth than just her body and her breasts.
She has got a brain and that is what usually gets the guys. If . . . a girl is brainy.
Betty: Is she serious?
Tiff:

Yeah___

At this point, I read the following passage orally to Tiff:
Beth was not totally stupid nor was she a complete knockout. She did as
well as I did in school—A's and B's—and her SAT scores were high. It's my belief
that she had cultured her air-head qualities to pacify her subconscious anxieties
about her looks. Guys often say that there is nothing sexier than a girl with brains,
but just watch them drool over Playboy's Miss September . . . I mean, it's no
wonder that a girl like Beth with breasts out to the moon would develop the
idea. . . that if she just smiled a lot and didn't demand a lot of cerebral stimulation,
guys would be more likely to ask her out. (Pike, 1989, pp. 30-31)
Tiff: Yeah . . . but they are saying in that part in there where it says that guys like
girls with brains.
Betty: Right, but I think they are playing that part down . . . . What I think Shari is
trying to tell us is that Beth has brains but doesn't use them because she knows that
it won't get her dates. Does that seem backwards to the way that you understood
it?
Tiff: No, no, not really. . . . But it says she has brains because it says she is like
Shari . . . and then they are saying how she has big breasts and everything, so
she's g o t . . . both.
As Daniel picked up speed, Jo, knowing of their failed attempt at sex, remarked,
"Is he always this fast?" (Pike, 1989, p. 29). When Shari replied, "Always" (p. 29), it set
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off a round of laughter between the friends that brought an unpleasant expression to
Daniel's face.
Tiff: Well, Dan is pretty upset with Shari because . . . she had told Jo what had
happened between them, and then Jo . . . is asking Shari if Dan was always that
fast, and Shari is like saying, "Always." . . . And Dan is really upset with Shari
because Shan had said something to somebody, I guess. . . .
Betty: What was so embarrassing?
Tiff:

I don't know . . .

Betty: You don't quite understand the basis of the joke?
Tiff:

N o____

Betty: Okay. So what do you do when you don't get it? . . .
Tiff: I keep reading and just think about it for awhile and try to figure it o u t.. . .
If I don't get it by the end of the book . .. I'll have a friend read the part and see if
she gets it.
The presents brought to the party were a reflection of their feelings for Beth. Shari
had found a Beatles album on sale (even though Beth had a CD player). In an attempt to
make Beth look foolish, Jo had wrapped up some specimen jars from the hospital and
hoped to pass them off as crystal from China Amanda, referred to by Shari as their "token
pauper" (Pike, 1989, p. 21), didn't bring a gift, and Daniel surprised Beth with a pair of
diamond studded earrings. Beth graciously accepted all of the gifts and despite that her
boyfriend, Jeff, was at the party, Beth gave Daniel a kiss.
Tiff: . . . Beth's hustling [Shari's] boyfriend. . . . I don't think that is rig h t. . .
that he should like Beth more th an -o r that he should like Beth at all—when he and
like Shari are going out. And it seems like [Shari] likes him a lot because they
almost have sex and everything. . . .
Betty: What kind of impression . . . do you have [of] Beth?
Tiff: Well, from what I know . . . she seems like she is kind of a flirt and it
seems like she is trying to take Shari's boyfriend a w ay .. .. She should stick to
some other guy and leave Shari's boyfriend alone and ignore him. .. .
Betty: Didn't Shari say, "I should be blaming him not her?"
Tiff: Yeah, 'cause he shouldn't be . . . flirting back. He should j u s t . . . ignore
her . . . and tell Beth, "I've got a girlfriend, you know," and just tell her off 'cause
he has Shari. . . . There was one part with the earrings and Shari got really mad
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because Daniel got Beth diamond earrings. . .. Shan got really ticked off because,
you know, they are just friends, and diamonds are more . . . of a boyfriend and
girlfriend thing-diamonds are. And even if it had been pearls or something, but if
it is diamonds, that burns. . . . A boyfriend should only buy his girlfriend diamond
studded earrings. . . .
Betty: Okay. What is the deal with the specimen jars?
Tiff: W e ll. .. Beth likes crystal and Jo got her some specimen jars and Jo just
said that they were crystal from C hina.. . . Maybe [Jo] didn't have enough money
to buy her anything . . . so she just grabbed the jars. . . .
Betty: Shari and Jo have . . . money.
Tiff: But, I mean, I don't know why she didn't just go out and buy her
something nice . . . instead of just picking up some jars. . . . I don't understand
why they gave her gifts like that. . . . I know I would get my friends something
nice, not some specimen jars from the hospital and tell her that they are . . . crystal
from China. .. . The Beatles album I'm sure would be good enough for me.
Betty: Beth didn't have a record player.
Tiff:

I mean, if she had . . . a record player then that would be all rig h t.. . .

The group decided to take a dip in the pool. Since Shari hadn't been informed that
swimming would be a part of the activities, she hadn't brought her suit. This left her in the
apartment alone with Jeff. For reasons unknown to Shari, Jeff seemed on edge. In the
midst of a heated conversation about Dan and Beth, Jeff directed the following comment to
Shari :
"[Peter] used to tell me stuff about you," Jeff said. "He thought you were
all right. But I always thought you didn't know what was going on. I just had to
look at the way you strolled along with your head up your a ss." . . . "Yeah, and he
died, Shari, and you haven't changed. Not in my book." (Pike, 1989, p. 37)
Tiff: . . . Jeff didn't care what anybody thought of him so everyone thought he
was . . . a jerk . . .
Betty: What does Shari think of him? . ..
Tiff: She says that he was . . . a jerk compared to his brother [Peter]. . . . She
liked his brother, but she doesn't like J e ff.. . . He says that his brother used to tell
him stuff a b o u t. . . how [Shari] was . . . pretty cool and stuff and . . . J e f f . . .
didn't think [Shari] knew what was going on . . . she holds her head up high and
walks up instead of down. . . .
Betty: Where are you reading?
Tiff:

Page 37, third paragraph.

122
Betty: Let me see your book. Is it a misprint? . . . It says that she walks around
with "her head up her ass." . . .
Tiff: Yeah. He said that her head was up, you know. So is her head up or
down?
Betty: It's an insult. . . .
Tiff: I would take that as calling her a snob. . . . Do you get why he doesn't like
Dan because I don't really get it? He said th a t. . . "Dan is okay if you like
assholes."
Betty: Who is Dan's girlfriend?
Tiff:

Shari.

Betty: Who is Jeffs girlfriend?
Tiff:

Beth.

Betty: Who just bought [Jeffs] girlfriend diamond earrings for her birthday?
Tiff:

Dan___

After Jeff left the room, Shari fell asleep on Beth's bed. Amanda woke Shari a few
hours later to tell her that Dan and Beth were naked and fondling in the jacuzzi. This
upsetting news stirred Shari's feelings for Dan, while Amanda, as the bearer of bad
tidings, took the brunt of Shari's anger (Pike, 1989).
Tiff: So [Shari] says th a t. . . [Daniel] was a lot better than she [had been]
describing . . . because she was kind of like making him [seem like] a really mean
guy . . . and then . . . she says, "He was not just a pretty face, he has style, he is
funny and he has done a lot of nice things for her" and it says that Daniel took her
to a prom in a gold plated Rolls, "after pinning the biggest corsage of the night on
my long white dress." So, I think that is really sweet to do that stuff. And . . . she
says th a t. . . she did like him . . . and she is like thinking about this because after
Amanda told her that Daniel and Beth are making out in the jacuzzi she is . . . really
u p set. .. and ticked off at Amanda for telling her th is .. . .
Betty: Shari really lashes out at Amanda doesn't she?
Tiff: Yeah. . . . She is also probably upset because Daniel is her boyfriend, Jeff
is Beth's boyfriend, and Beth is cheating on Jeff, kissing Daniel, Daniel is cheating
on Shari, kissing Beth . .. and she is like really mad. . . .
Betty: The whole notion of possession. . . . Is that the way that it is viewed?
When you have a boyfriend or girlfriend they are yours?
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Tiff: Yeah. They are yours . . . until you break up and you are not going out
anymore, or maybe he is like cheating on you and you are like, "Oh well, forget
it." . . .
Betty: Should you break it off before you start going out with someone else?
Tiff:

Yeah, you don't want to be a player or anything. . . .

Betty: What's a player?
Tiff: When you go out with more than one person at one time. It is kind of like
cheating, but people call it a player too.
Betty: So, if you date five different guys in one month, what would people think
about it?
Tiff: Well, 1 am sure that they would talk about it, kind of hang back and call you
nam es,. . . 'cause you are going out with all these guys. You are supposed to
stick with one guy and stay and try to have a good relationship. . . .
Betty: So the goal is to have a good relationship and if you have a good
relationship then your reputation is okay?
Tiff:

Yep.

Betty: Even if you are having sex, it doesn't matter?
Tiff: Right. But I mean if you are with just one guy and you are doing this stuff
. . . then you're okay. . . . But if you are like having sex with three different guys
. . . then you are going to get called a s lu t.. . .
Betty: How do people find out?
Tiff: Guys talk. I mean, they have to have a reputation. They have to have a
reputation and they have to keep that reputation. So guys are going to expect other
guys to talk about what happened between them and some other girl.
Betty: But what if they have a good relationship? Do they still talk?
Tiff:

Yeah. I'm sure they still do.

Betty: So a good relationship doesn't save you from the talk, it just saves you
from the bad rep?
Tiff:

Yep.

Betty: So, is Beth in danger of a bad reputation? . . .
Tiff: Yeah . . . b u t. . . Shari doesn't seem like she does. She is . . . a really nice
girl. She was having a good relationship until Beth kind of jumped in there and
kind of interacted and . . . interfered between Shari and Daniel. So, Beth . ..
doesn't have a very good reputation for being a good friend or anything because
she is stealing . . . Shari's boyfriend.

124
Once everyone was back from the pool, Jo suggested that the group try to
communicate with the dead. Since Jo's mother had forbidden her to bring a Ouija board to
the party, she resorted to an ancient technique involving magnetism and the body. Jo
started the session with a few rounds of questions and answers, using Beth's body as the
medium (Pike, 1989).
Eventually, it was Shari's turn to be the dead girl. While she was in an altered
state, Shari could feel herself drifting away from the rest of the group. Images of Dan and
Beth swept through her mind and she suddenly realized that she was an "ex-girlfriend"
(Pike, 1989, p. 54).
Betty: What would it be like to discover that you're an ex-girlfriend? Is that a bad
thing for a girl?
Tiff: Y e ah .. . . I would feel really bad. I wouldn't like to find that out I was
going out with someone and then we just broke up. . . .
Betty: When you discover that it isn't there anymore, is that like a loss or
something?
Tiff: Y e ah ... . You just loose your self confidence and you don't feel like you
are worth anything anym ore.. ..
When Shari tried to speak, it was not her voice. "Someone gasped. Someone else
called out a name—Peter” (Pike, 1989, p. 54). Frightened by the realization that her body
had been taken over, Shari snapped out of the trance. She ran out onto the balcony
confused and disoriented. "It was only in the last instant that I realized I had gone over the
edge . . . that I was falling headfirst toward the ground" (p. 55).
When Shari awoke, she found herself lying on her bed. She went downstairs and
tried to interact with her parents and brother, but they treated her as though she wasn't
there. After receiving a phone call, the family piled into the car and headed for the hospital
(Pike, 1989).
Jimmy ignored me, and in desperation I reached out to grab his arm, to
scream his name so loudly that they would hear it on the top floors of the building.
But I choked on the word.
For an instant, my fingers appeared to go through the material of his
sweatshirt. To go right into his arm. (Pike, 1989, p. 64-65)
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Tiff: She can see things. She can see more than she could when she was alive.
She is like seeing stuff in the air. . .. Shadows [are] fading in front of her and they
seem like they are almost alive and seeking her--looking for her. . . . She doesn't
want them to touch her because she is afraid they will hurt her and . . . she is . . .
really scared and stuff.
Dr. Leeds slowly pulled down the sheet. He appeared to be starting at the
head. The first thing we saw, however, was not a head; it was a green towel, and it
was stained dark and wet. . . .
Jimmy reached out and touched the girl's lips with the tip of his finger. . . .
I remembered the long fall toward the sidewalk then, the fat red stars, the wave of
hot wax covering the sky, my blood flowing over my open eyes. . . .
It was me lying there. Just me. (Pike, 1989, p. 68)
Tiff: They had a doctor take [Shari's family] down there to . . . show them the
body and he leads them into the morgue back to where she i s . . . . She sees what
she looks like .. . and her brother and her parents are really upset. . . .
Betty: The doctor doesn't want Mrs. Cooper . . . to see [Shari's] body. He wants
her to wait, but Mrs. Cooper [insists]. And then it said that the doctor and Mr.
Cooper exchanged uneasy glances. Why would they exchange uneasy
glances? . . .
Tiff: Because she fell off the building head first. She is not going to look too
good and the mom is probably gonna get hysterical.. . . And I'm sure the father
and doctor know exactly what is going to happen. . . .
Betty: So are they trying to protect the mom?
Tiff: See, they are trying to protect the mom so that she doesn't kind of like go
crazy on them and stu ff.. . . They don't want her to see what her daughter is
looking like right now.
Betty:

Did she go crazy?

Tiff:

No, but she got really—she started crying and stuff.

Betty: It says, "My father didn't move, my mother couldn't move."
Jimmy decided to return to Beth's condo where the investigation into Shari's death
was underway. Shari took advantage of the opportunity to ride along. When she arrived at
the scene, Shari was angered by the fact that her death was being discussed as a suicide.
Originally, Shari thought that she must have fallen, but after examining the bars enclosing
the balcony, Shari realized that she must have been thrown over the railing (Pike, 1989).
Learning of the party game and Shari's distressed state supporting the notion that
Shan may have jumped, Garret, one of the investigators, seemed to consider the
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possibility of foul play. He sketched diagrams of the apartment and questioned the party
guests (Pike, 1989).
Tiff:

. . . Garrett could be thinking that Daniel could have . . . pushed her.

Betty: Why would Daniel push her?
Tiff: Maybe just to get her out of the picture so he could date other girls and Shan
was . . . not on his back . . . getting really mad. . . . He just doesn't want her
around. . . . And then he said that she was a good kid. . . .
Betty: A good kid. What does that imply?
Tiff:

She was young, I guess. . . . Maybe he thought she didn't act her age. . . .

Betty: Did it imply a . . . serious relationship?
Tiff: I guess he's saying that they didn't have a serious relationship. . . . [Shari]
is mad about it 'cause . . . she's probably thinking right now that Beth's no better
than she is. . . . She's probably more mature and older . . . than what Daniel's . . .
making her out to be. She's saying that she's more hotter than Beth is, and
Daniel's saying that [Shari] is a lot younger. . . .
With many unanswered questions, Garrett left the murder scene. Without notice,
Shari found herself back at the morgue:
Dr. Leeds was standing above me, a glaring white light at his back. He was
trying to put me in a green bag. But my right arm kept popping out. He had taken
away my towel. It had been gross and disgusting, but I wished with all my heart
that he had left it alone. My brains literally felt as if they were spilling out of my
head.
Stuffing my arm back under the plastic, Dr. Leeds pulled the fat zipper
toward my face.
"No!" I shrieked in horror. I fought to pull my arms up, to kick the bag off
with my feet. But I was paralyzed. The zipper kept coming, past my sewn lips,
over my glued eyelids. . . . Then there was darkness, and he was lifting me up and
shoving me into a locker. I heard the door slam shut. I felt the cold go deep within
my black heart. (Pike, 1989, p. 91)
Betty: Let's talk about the morgue. Why do you think the author threw that in
there? . . .
Tiff: Well, they're just kind of telling us more about what Shari's feeling right
now. It's also trying to gross you out. . . .
Betty: "He had taken away my tow el.. . . The brains literally fell as spilled out of
my head. . . . The zipper comes over her face. . . . I was paralyzed . . . . The
doctor looked at me and shook his head . . . darkness . . . locker . . . slams it
shut." Well, that's pretty visual. As a reader, is th a t. . . good?
Tiff:

Yeah, because you can just see this happening.. . . I mean if he gives you
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. . . a lot of details, as he did here, you just feel this happening to you. . . .
Betty: Lips sewn and eyelids glued?
Tiff: 1 mean, 1 don't want that to happen to me because it's gonna be . . . really
scary. . . .
Betty: But for people to choose to read these books, knowing that that's the kind
of stuff that they're going to read, is it part of the experience . . . crossing the line
to death? . . .
Tiff: I don't know about other readers. . . . It's just really n e a t. . . when you
read this.
Shari awoke on the "messy sidewalk" (Pike, 1989, p. 92) and noticed a Shadow
peering down at her from the balcony above. "And what made it so bitterly terrible was
that it knew me. It had reason to hate me" (p. 93). Shari screamed for her mother to save
her as she ran into the water. As she was going under, it occurred to Shari that she wasn't
a saint: "I couldn't walk on water" (p. 93). The next thing Shari knew, she was in bed,
clinging to her mother.
Tiff: She goes, "I'm here mom, I'm here, please don't cry.". . . And then . . .
her mom goes "Shari?" . . . like she heard her daughter talking to her. . . . Her
mom did stop crying and went to sleep.
Betty: Did that surprise you?
Tiff: Yeah, it did because it kind of seemed like her mom had heard her . . . and
maybe she loves her daughter enough t o . . . have like telepathic things so they
know what's going on. . . . At the very beginning . . . Shari said . . . that they
didn't have a lot in common at a ll.. . . You have to be like really, really close to do
something like th is.. . . Now I get the impression they were probably really close.
. . . What does she mean when . . . she's talking about water? . . .
Betty: "I was not saint. I couldn't walk on water?
Tiff:

Um-hum. Is it kind of like a metaphor?

When Shari woke up she was surprised to find herself in Mary Parish's bed, rather
than in her mother's (Mrs. Cooper). Mary was preparing to leave for Shari's funeral. Jo
and Mrs. Foulton had stopped by to drive Amanda and Mrs. Parish to the chapel.
Considering that the strained relationship between Mrs. Foulton and Mrs. Parish, Shan
was pleased that the two sisters were coming to her funeral together. Much to her
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disappointment, there were only a handful of people who had turned out to pay their final
respects (Pike, 1989).
Tiff: She was like really mad because she w asn't. . . on the cheerleading squad
or anything, but she got around. . . . She knew all these people and . . . no more
than a dozen kids showed up. And then she said that they probably didn't show up
because they had all thought she committed suicide. . ..
Betty: Why would suicide keep attendance low at a funeral? . . .
Tiff: Maybe because they wouldn't expect her to be like th a t.. . . Maybe they
thought she wasn't that kind of girl, but then now they think that she is.
Betty: What is that kind o f girl?. . .
Tiff: Well, maybe she did other stuff that no one knew about. . . . She could
have done drugs. She could have just sto le .. . . They wouldn't think that she'd
just commit suicide over breaking up with Dan.
Finally, [Jimmy] left, and it was only minutes later that the grave diggers
appeared.. . . They came with a truck with concrete liners and ropes and pulleys.
They also brought shovels. They sealed my coffin up so it would be safe from
robbers and perverts, but not so safe, I thought, that it would be beyond the reach
of the slimy creatures that lived deep in the soil. After they had lowered me into the
ground, they began to throw shovel after shovel of dark moist earth on top of me.
"No!" I pleaded irrationally, panicking, trying to grab their arms, to stop
them. "You can't do this to me. . . . People will forget that I'm here!" . . .
"Oh, God, help me," I wept. "Please help me." (Pike, 1989, p. 101)
When Shari looked up a boy in baggy shorts was standing in front of her. At first
Shari didn't recognize Peter, her friend and fantasy boyfriend, who had been killed in a
motorcycle accident.
1 thought for a moment. "Why are you here?"
"To help you." A note of seriousness entered his v o ice.. . .
Peter looked hastily at the back of his hand, almost as if he were ashamed.
"I'm sorry, Shari. I couldn't come earlier."
. . . "Why couldn't you come?"
"You hadn't asked for help," he said. . . .
"It says in the Bible, Shari, if you knock, the door shall be opened."
"Since when did you start reading the Bible?" I asked.
"I haven't actually been reading it. But your minister read that line during
your service. (Pike, 1989, p. 104)
With some knowledge of the spirit world, Peter became Shari's guide and constant
companion (Pike, 1989).
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Betty: .. . [Peter and Shari] were talking about predestination and life-after-death.
. . . So do you think there is a pattern to your life and if you live according to that
pattern then things will happen the way they are supposed to.
Tiff:

Yeah, I do.

Betty: Even if it means you die in a car crash very soon?
Tiff: Maybe. See . .. there could be a certain pattern, but if you break that
pattern things are still going to come to you but not in the way . .. God planned
them. So your life is still predestined and if one thing doesn't work out then
something else w ill.. . .
Betty: When you think of life after death, what kind of image do you have?
Tiff: Well, life after death is kind of just like . . . ghosts floating around . ..
looking over the family . . . j u s t . . . watching you.
Even though Peter had always liked Shari, he had never asked her out on a date.
The feelings were mutual, however. Shari had always had a crush on Peter. The day of
Peter's funeral, Shari was so upset that she was unable to attend. As ghosts and amateur
sleuths, Shari and Peter enjoyed their time together (Pike, 1989).
As they were conversing and Shari realized that ghosts could view mortals, it
occurred to Shari that Peter may have been watching her:
"Since you've been dead, how much have you been hanging out with us
guys, you know, who were still alive?"
He smiled. "Are you asking if I ever spied on you while you were taking a
shower?"
I would have blushed if I had real blood in my veins. "No."
"1 did once."
"Whatl You didn't!"
"Just once," he said giggling.
"When? Was it last summer? Did I have a tan?"
"I don't remember."
"You don't remember! How did I look?" . . .
He continued to laugh. "You looked great." . . .
"Why did you choose me? Or did you go around peeking through curtains
all over the city? . . . "
"You were the first one I checked out," he said. (Pike, 1989, pp. 115-116)
Betty: Is [Peter] dating anybody on the other side of life?
Tiff: Nope. . . . [Shari] can finally . . . hangout and date some guy that's not
gonna cheat on her with some big-boobed girl. . . . Then she's aslong if he could
. . . look at humans? . . . He goes, "You were the first one I checked out." . . .
She was flattered, but she wasn't gonna say that. . . . And she liked it because now
she knows that he was checking her out and stuff. . ..
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Betty: If some guy in junior high . .. came up to you and said, "I was peeking in
your window last night and I saw you taking a shower. You looked pretty good."
Would that be flattering?
Tiff:

Yeah. . . . Um hum.

Betty: What if they would have said something terrible about you?
Tiff:

Then 1 would have been . . . really mad.

Betty: So .. . you want them to catch you when you're at your best?
Tiff: Yeah. . . . Shari .. . calls him a pervert and he said, "Well, when you think
sex is dirty, you have a dirty mind." And then she's like, "1 think sex is fine
between two consenting living adults. And he goes, "What about two dead
adolescents?" And she just laughed and she thought he was just messing around..
Betty: When somebody says something like that, what does it mean?
Tiff:

It's a suggestion. . . .

Betty: And what's supposed to happen after the suggestion is . .. out there?
Tiff:

They kind of flirt really bad . . . and then one thing leads to another. . . .

Betty: So that's like a tactic that's used quite a bit? . . . Throwing it out there . . .
and then it's someone else's move?
Tiff:

Y up____

Shari and Peter decided to check on Beth and Daniel. When they arrived at the
condo, the couple was on the couch:
They were making o u t. . . Daniel had his hand under her blouse. She was
undoing his belt. They were both groaning. Peter stood above them and shook his
head.
"And you're not even cold in your grave," he said. (Pike, 1989, p. 123)
Tiff:

Maybe [Beth's] a plaything. [Daniel] is just using her for her breasts. . . .

Garrett appeared on the scene and began to question Daniel about his relationship
with Shari and Beth. Daniel first minimized his experience with Shari, then denied that
Beth was his girlfriend.
Peter understood Shari's desire to dispel the notion that she had committed suicide,
yet, he was afraid of the Shadow and wanted Shari to move into the light as quickly as
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possible. When Shan asked Peter why he hadn't moved to the next spiritual level, he was
reluctant to go into depth on the matter (Pike, 1989).
Shari's first attempt at interacting with her friends occurred when Jo organized a
meeting of the group and broke out her Ouija board. Once the process was underway,
Shari did her best to participate as a full member. Unfortunately, someone in the group
was controlling the planchette. Rather than learning that Shari had not committed suicide
and that she and Peter were together, the message received was that Shari was "burning in
hell" (Pike, 1989, p. 146).
Betty: Any idea who killed Shari?
Tiff: Well, I know it can't be A m anda.. . . Because it seems like they were really
close.
Betty: Amanda and Shari?
Tiff: Yeah. . . . Since Amanda's her brother's girlfriend, they're probably pretty
close. . . .
Betty: How a b o u t. . . Beth?
Tiff: Beth could have done i t . . . . Daniel could have done it also, just to get rid
of Shan without hurting her feelings or something.
Peter instructed Shari on how to enter into the dream world of mortals to help her
identify her killer. Unfortunately, this attempt failed to produce any information that was
easily discernible. Dan was having a dream about Marsha, a cousin he had once showered
with; Jo was looking into a crystal ball; Amanda's colorless dream involved needles and
popping balloons; and Jimmy's dream was so heavily veiled that Shari couldn't reach him
(Pike, 1989).
Discouraged and with few remaining options, Shari confronted her Shadow. It
disclosed her history and a thinking and feeling human being. While she is reviewing her
life as a mortal, Shari learned that she had been switched at birth with another baby.
I awoke moving through the air in the hands of a huge white person. . . .
The huge person set me down in a warm white box similar to the one I had
just been in. But I knew it was not the same box; it smelled different, and besides,
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there was another baby in it. I knew it was a baby because it looked like me, and 1
was a baby. . . .
Then something very scary happened. The huge person gave me to another
huge person who was not dressed in white and told me that she was my mother.
. . . What was wrong with that huge person in white? She had made a mistake.
Where was my mother? (Pike, 1989, pp. 180-181)
Tiff: She says the lady with the grubby hands . . . changed the little bracelets .. .
with the names. . . . Then she was put into the different mother's hands and was
told that that was her mother and Shari knew it wasn't and . . . her fake mother
didn't know how to stop her from crying. So that means then her mother and her
father . . . are not her real parents. . . . She was switched with the other baby . . .
and that would mean that Jim's not her real brother. . . .
Betty: So, add it up. Where are we at?
Tiff:

I don't know. Why are Mrs. Foul ton and Mrs. Parish fighting?

Betty: Isn't there some reference about Mrs. Parish going out with Mrs. Foulton's
husband?
Tiff: O k ay .. . . Mr. Foulton . . . could have gotten [Mrs. Parish] pregnant. And
Shari could be Mrs. Parish's daughter that would make Amanda her sister. . . .
Betty: And Amanda would be her sister?
Tiff: Yup. . . . Mrs. Parish had an affair with Mr. Foulton. Then, Mrs. Foulton
could have found out. .. . She could have switched Shari's name thing with a
different kid's and that would be putting Shari with the wrong m other... . Well, if
they switched the two babies where would the other baby go? Could they have
switched Amanda and Shari? That would mean that Amanda would be Mrs.
Cooper's daughter, which would be Jimmy's sister, and Shari would be Mrs.
Parish's daughter.
Betty: What would that mean?
Tiff: That would mean that Amanda would be dating her brother. . . and I
remember one thing . . . that hooked Amanda and Jimmy together was that they're
both color blind. . . .
Betty: Okay. So if Amanda is dating her brother. What does that mean?
Tiff: I don't know. She's just dating her brother. . . . Maybe they were . . . just
kind of . . . not too close. . . .
Betty: Seems to me . . . they were pretty dam hot. . . . Then, all of a sudden,
Amanda drew back. . . .
Tiff: Yeah, but why would she all of a sudden just stop everything when they're
like really close and everything?. . .
Betty': Let's talk about Amanda and Shari's lives.
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Tiff: Seems like Amanda has it pretty good .. . because . . . it doesn't seem like
she's having any problems . .. except between her and Jim. They're just kind of
off and on. . . . And Shari's having a lot of problems because first of all, before
she died, it was her and D aniel. . . and then her and Beth .. . and then now that
she's dead you have Shan avoiding . . . the Shadow. . . . And she's . . . getting
mad at Amanda because Amanda's . . . sleeping in Shari's bedroom. . . . And now
you have the conflict between Shan and whoever switched the little bracelet.
Betty: You don't think Amanda's life has too many problems?
Tiff: Huh-uh. Because the only thing I see with Amanda is really between her
and Jimmy.
Betty: And what is the problem there?
Tiff: They're just kind of off and on. Because first they're really h o t. . . and
then she's kind of avoiding him . . . and now they're kind of hot again since
Shari's dead. So now that Shari's out of the picture Amanda's kind of moving in
on Jim. . . .
Betty: Think about it now. He's with his sister. What do you call that? . . . Do
you have any clue?
Tiff:

Actually, he doesn't know that it's his sister, s o -

Not knowing who her biological mother was, Shari decided to pay a visit to Mrs.
Parish. Mrs. Foulton was coming up the walk as she arrived at the house.
"This is an unexpected surprise," Mrs. Parish said.
"Cut the crap," Mrs. Foulton replied. "Where's A m anda?". . .
". . . Amanda called me from the Coopers' house. She's spending the
night." . . .
"Christ, you are stupid." Mrs. Foulton leaned forward. "You may have
raised her Catholic, but she doesn't have a drop of your bleeding religious fervor in
her veins."
"Don't talk that way."
"I'll talk as I please. What penance do your priests prescribe for
incest?" . . .
Mrs. Parish . . . shook her head, not as shocked as me, perhaps, but every
bit as sad. "You know she doesn't have any idea."
"I wonder," Mrs. Foulton said. (Pike, 1989, p. 186)
An intense debate broke out between the two sisters. The central issue of the
argument was to determine which of the women was worse: the one who fell in love with
her sister's husband or the one who acted out of spite and switched the babies (Pike,
1989).
Tiff:

. . . What's incest?
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Betty: You don't know?
Tiff:

Huh-uh.

Betty: Never heard the term?
Tiff:

Huh-uh.

Betty: Well, in our society it's strictly discouraged to have any kind of sexual
relationship with people in the same family . . . fathers, daughters, mothers, sons,
brothers, sisters.
Tiff:

Okay. I get that. . . .

Betty: Remember Shari once said that she was in [Amanda's] house and it was like
everything had been purchased at a garage sale?. . . That would be where Shari
and Mrs. Parish would have lived if she hadn't been switched. . . .
Tiff: Shari is kind of saying they're living in a dump. . . . She's kind of
comparing the two because the Cooper's live in a high class place and the Parishs
live in . . . a middle class place.
Betty: The text said a lower middle class neighborhood.
Tiff: Now, Amanda's got a lot of money with the Coopers and Shari is .. . not
like, rich, how she was.
Betty: Well, Shari's dead.
As Garrett continues his investigation, he discovers orange dust on a pair of
Amanda's shoes that matches the orange tile on the roof of Beth's condo. Amanda had
gotten to and from the balcony, without being seen, by going over the roof (Pike, 1989).
Tiff: . . . He found the orange chalk on [Amanda's] shoe and everything. . . .
Then Shari sees that Amanda was the one that pushed her.
Betty: Why would Amanda do that?
Tiff: She could have pushed Shari because she . . . thought Shari was trying to
break up her and Jimmy. . ..
As Mrs. Foul ton had suspected, Amanda did know of the strange circumstances
surrounding her birth. She had overheard her mother praying. In addition to being color
blind, Amanda shared another characteristic with her brother. She was also a diabetic. The
day that she murdered, Shari had interrupted her in the bathroom before she had her shot of
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insulin. To make matters worse, Shari insisted that Amanda eat a piece of cake (Pike,
1989).
Convinced that Shan knew of the switch, Amanda, in her altered state, decided to
kill Shan; she couldn't bear the thought of Shan being free to have a romantic relationship
with Jimmy. Amanda didn't stop with Shari's death, however. She decided to murder
Jimmy as well.
Amanda kissed him long and deep on the lips, her bathrobe breaking open
partway at the top. She was definitely naked underneath... .
" . . . I remember a line I once read in a poem. It said, 'Love knows no
reason.' That's how I feel about you. That I would do anything for you.
Anything to keep you for myself."
Jimmy was amazed. "Have you always felt this way?"
"Yes. I can't even imagine your being with anyone else." Amanda took his
hand and kissed his knuckles. "Especially her."
Jimmy wasn't sure he had heard correctly. "Who?". . .
Jimmy took hold of her chin and looked longingly into her cold, clear gray
eyes .. . but failing completely to see the spiked halo that spun like a sticky cobweb
from the core of her black-widow heart. (Pike, 1989, pp. 199-202)
Betty: So why is she trying to kill Jimmy? . ..
Tiff: I don't really know why she's trying to kill him. . . . That's what I don't
get, because Jimmy didn't do anything to her. . ..
Betty: Who's the herl
Tiff:

Shari. . . . They were really close. . . .

Betty: But what would have happened if they had found out they really weren't
brother and sister, and . . . Jimmy would find out that he and Amanda were brother
and sister?
Tiff:

That would ruin the relationship and everything else.

After rendering Jimmy helpless by shooting a syringe full of insulin into his body,
Amanda disclosed that she had murdered Shari.
"I grew up in a slum," she said, her tone harsh. "She grew up in a
mansion. She was given everything she wanted: new cars, new clothes. I had to
take the bus to school and wear hand-me-downs. She was spoiled rotten. Do you
know my own mother had to make her bed for her? . ..
. . . "I know' you liked her, but she really was no good. She wasn't even
your sister." . . .
He glared at her with glazed eyes. "You're crazy."
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She looked hurl. "No, I'm not. 1 had good reason to do it. And 1 am your
sister." She leaned over to give him a kiss. "If I can't have you, no one's going to
have you." (Pike, 1989, pp. 206-207)
Tiff: I don't really know why she's trying to kill him, but I know why she killed
Shari. . . . I think she killed Shari because she thought Shari was gonna get in the
way between her and Jimmy and because Shan was the one who got to live in the
mansion and get the car. The cars, the clothes, the money, everything. Could it be
because Amanda didn't want Jimmy and Shari to have a relationship? . . . Because
now that they knew they weren't brother and sister. . . Amanda didn't want Jimmy
to have a relationship with her.
Betty: I'm trying to think if that would even make sen se.. ..
Tiff: Yeah, because now that she knew that Jim was her brother, she knew that
she couldn't have a relationship with him. So she was afraid that with Shari and
Jim, with how close they were and everything, that they could start a relationship.
So she didn't want that to happen.
Jimmy slipped into a state of unconsciousness. Amanda loaded the syringe full of
air to induce a heart attack. On Shari's plea for intervention, Peter entered Amanda's body.
Amanda twisted around the living room like an epileptic caught in a fit, the
blood from her tom lip splattering the lapels of her white robe, screaming for help.
It was a wonderful sight. (Pike, 1989, p. 208)
When Amanda regained control of her body, she continued with her plan to kill
Jimmy. With time running short, Shari discarded her physical body and jumped into the
syringe. While traveling through Jimmy's bloodstream, Shari worked desperately to pop
the bubble aimed at his heart. When the bubble finally reached Jimmy's heart, the beating
stopped. Realizing that it was encased in hate, she had a spiritual encounter with Jimmy
and urged him to forgive Amanda. Although the thought of being with Shari in death
appealed to Jimmy, Shari was able to convince him that it was not his time. Through the
power of forgiveness, "The golden lotus exploded with the flash of a thunderbolt" (Pike,
1989, p. 214). Jimmy's heart was beating.
In all of the excitement, Peter revealed to Shari that he had committed suicide.
Actually, he had changed his mind in his final moments and tried to swerve out of the way
of the on-coming truck, but it was too late. With Shari's love and support, Peter finally
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gained the courage to face his Shadow. After taking care of unfinished business, Shan and
Peter moved into the light together (Pike, 1989).
Betty: . .. Is jealousy such a motivating force that it would cause someone to like
kill someone?
Tiff:

It can to some people. . . .

Betty: In your circle of friends . . . if someone got really jealous about a boyfriend
or girlfriend, what would they do? .. .
Tiff: People at my school would probably just start a rumor to try and get them to
break up so they can kind of jum p in and take o v e r.. . . I mean, they definitely
wouldn't kill them . . .
Betty: What kind of rumor would it take to break someone up?
Tiff: Um, [you] just kind of say that you saw this guy with another g ir l. . . and
most likely she will probably believe you because she wasn't there and so she
doesn't know what happened and you say .. . you saw them there together and
they were kissing . . . .
Betty: And then that person will believe you.
Tiff:

Yeah.

Betty: And what about when the guy denies it?
Tiff:

Well, then she will probably say, "You liar."

Betty: She will believe a girl over a g u y . . . even though the girl is starting a
rumor?
Tiff:

Yeah. [Then] the girl that started the rumor will probably go after the guy.

Betty: But he knows that she lied and broke them up.
Tiff:

Yeah, but he might not know who said it.

Betty:
tell?

Oh, so you have to keep your lies a secret.. . . Make her promise not to

Tiff: Yeah------[Then] she will probably start to think about it and things will
click in her head. . . . She will start a rumor herself to try and get you back. . . . It
j u s t . . . keeps on going.
Betty: But if it just keeps on going on and on, everyone must know that this is
what you do.
Tiff:

Um hum. . . .

Betty: Is this pretty much a girl thing?
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Tiff: Yeah. The guys really don't do that because they really don't have to get
the girl. . . . All they have to do is go up to the girl, even though if she is going out
with someone, and they will ask them out. Of course, she will probably say "Yes,"
and dump the guy she is going out with.
Betty" You said that guys have it made. . . . Beth was dating somebody. . . .
Daniel just came and put the moves on her and she fell for i t . . . . Was Beth a
sucker for falling for it?
Tiff: Yeah, I think so, because Daniel thought all he had to do was just go up and
do whatever . . .
Betty: [Bought] her diamond earrings?
Tiff: Yeah. He just kind of suckered her in with the earrings. . . . Everything
was an act. . . . And then when he was . . . kissing her . . . she just let him do
whatever. . . .
Betty: How do you know if a guy is suckering you in? . . .
Tiff: If he like stands there and looks you up and down, then you can tell if he is
just using you for your body-just the way he looks at you, really .. . . I mean, he
can just be standing there and if you just glance over at him and he is looking you
up and down . . . you can just tell.
Betty: Doesn't a guy who likes you sometimes look you up and down too?
Tiff:

Um hum.

Betty: How can you tell which one's which? . . .
Tiff:

Girls have this instinct, you know.

Betty: They do?
Tiff:

Yeah.

Betty: You've got it?
Tiff:

Me? Yeah.

Betty: What does it do for you? What kind of power does it give you?
Tiff:
It kind of tells you, you know, if he is n g h t. . . if he likes you. You just
get this feeling in your g u t.. . . It just tells you if he just wants you or just wants to
use you. . . .
Betty: Is this feeling ever wrong?
Tiff:

Not for me. . . .
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Betty: But it didn't work for Beth, and i t . . . didn't work for Shan. . . . So what
goes wrong sometimes with that intuition or that gut feeling? .. .
Tiff: Sometimes they just don't listen to it----- They have this feeling, but they
just didn't listen to it because they thought it was wrong.
Since the groups in school emerged in conversations with other readers, I thought it
would be interesting to explore this issue with Tiff.
Betty: Are there different groups in your school?
Tiff:

Yeah.

Betty: Do you mainly go after guys that are in the same group or different groups?
Tiff: Um, sometimes that depends on who the guy is. . . . There is a nerdy group
. . . and oh, my Lord, nobody goes after them except the nerdy girls . . . and they
are always together. And then we have . . . a really, really, cool group that has this
neat guy named Jackson in i t . . . and then we have my group that has all the
preppies. . . .
Betty: What makes your group the preppy group?
Tiff: It is just the way we dress and the way we a c t... . It is just that the other
group dresses differently. . . . The preppies will wear . . . baggy jeans . . . or
shorts. . . . [And] Co-ed Nakeds, No Fear, or the shirts with the stripes. . . .
Betty: So where do you buy these clothes?
Tiff: You can get them at the BX or Wal-Mart. . . . And Jackson's group, they
wear baggy jeans too, so there isn't that much difference in the way we d ress.. . .
Betty: Is there a difference in attitude? . . .
Tiff: The preppies, sometimes they act like snobs-stuck u p .. . . I think I act
really good. I am not as bad as everyone e lse .. . . I don't criticize. I am not
two-faced at all. . . .
Betty: I still don't get the difference between his group and your group.
Tiff: I guess it is in the way we act. Jackson can get a bad attitude and you
always want to stay on his good side.
Betty: Okay. So what do they do that you don't do?
Tiff:

The language, I guess. . . .

Betty: They swear a lot?
Tiff:

Yeah.

Betty: Does money come into it?
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Tiff: No. . . . The base . . . No one is actually rich. . . . We all have the same
amount so it really doesn't matter.
Betty: What about this other group, the nerds, what makes them different from the
other groups you were talking about?
Tiff: Well, with them it is the way they dress. They wear these high waters,
these tight high waters. . . . They are tight jeans that go up to about here. They are
really short and . .. they don't dress right. 1 mean, it is probably right for them,
but people look at them as nerds because they don't dress like o th ers.. . .
Sometimes they have really cool tops, but some, they wear dirty white tops. . ..
They haven't been washed in a while.
Betty: What do nerds do?
Tiff: Get good grades. . . . And they don't act like everybody else. . . . They talk
too much. . . . They're always talking about school and everything . . . like, what
they are reading, and what classes they like......... It's sickening.
Betty: And Jackson, what does their group talk about?
Tiff: Mostly what they are gonna do when school gets o u t. . . and they talk
about other people and stuff like that.
Betty: And what does your group talk about?
Tiff: Other people and what we are going to do when school gets out. We talk
about the same things.
Betty: Other than the swearing, I am not understanding the difference between
your group and Jackson's group? . . . The music you listen to? Your attitude
towards school?
Tiff:

Well, [Jackson] is really into hard rap.

Betty: Which group will get into more trouble?
Tiff:

His. . . . He's always in trouble.

Betty: What is the preppies' attitude towards school?
Tiff: W ell. . . they will keep their grades up . . . and they study for finals and
tests coming up . . . but they really don't like it, they really don't like it at all___
We have to keep our grades up so we're not grounded.
Betty: Do the preppies plan on eventually going to college or?
Tiff: Yeah. Some people they want to go to Georgetown; some want to go down
to Florida. . . .
Betty: And the nerds? . . .
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Tiff:

Actually, I am sure they . . . talk about it a lot. . . .

Betty: What would happen if someone from that group sat down next to you at
lunch time?
Tiff:

1 don't know. It's never happened.

Betty: It's never happened?
Tiff:

No, 'cause usually I sit at the preppy table at lunch.

Betty: And the other group knows they're . . . not supposed to be there or what?
Tiff:

Yeah.

Betty: Would they be there if they could?
Tiff:

Um, I don't know, because they really don't like us all that much. . . .

Betty: But the nerds, they are basically people who really like school a lot.
Tiff:

Yeah. They stand out. They stand out a lot. . . .

Betty: And they don't like people in the preppy group because they are snobs?
Tiff:

Yep.

Betty: Are the people in Jackson's group nice to the nerds?
Tiff:

No. None of them are.

Betty: Why?
Tiff: I don't know. They have their own group so they just stick to their own
group. . . .
Betty: Is it possible for one friend to have a best friend from another group?
Tiff: Yeah, for me. I am really best friends with Jackson. So, if I really wanted,
I could hang around with th em .. . . And then, you know, there are so many snobs
in the preppies that I don't get along with at all.
Betty: Are they a separate group then?
Tiff: No, they are still the preppies .. . but some of the preppies are just
snots. . . .
Betty: Do you sit at the same table as them at noon? . . .
Tiff:
There is this one table with all of my friends on i t . . . . The other table? . . .
Those are . . . the people that I don't get along with.
Betty': Why do you put yourself in the same group as them then?

142

Tiff: Because the other preppies do get along with them so they are still friends.
But me and some of the other preppies? . . . There are a lot of them that don't get
along . . . so we ju s t. . . tend to our thing and talk to the people that we do like.
Betty: So the people in the book, where would you put these people? . ..
Tiff: I think Daniel would be a preppy-just the way he acts and everything. Urn,
Shan would probably be a preppy too. Jo . . . wouldn't exactly be a preppy . . .
but not a nerd either.
Betty: In Jackson's group?
Tiff:

Y eah, probabl y.

Betty: Beth?
Tiff:

She would be a preppy.

Betty: Peter?
Tiff:

He would be a preppy.

Betty: Jeff?
Tiff:

He would be in Jackson's.

Betty: Amanda?
Tiff:

I don't know where she would fit. . . .

Betty: Okay. You said that it was a good book?
Tiff:

Um hum. I liked it a lot. . . .

Betty: If you took all the horror out of these books what would be left?
Tiff: All the romance stuff. It wouldn't be that interesting . . . because usually
the only thing that does interest me is horror.
Betty: But you really seem to like all of the rom ance.. . .
Tiff:

Yeah, but when it is combined. . . .

Betty: If you took out the horror out of these books would they be . . . like real
life?
Tiff:

Yeah, I mean, even with the horror in there, they are like real life .. . .

Tiff: My friends they know that I like to read a lot. Whenever I get a new book,
I will bring it to school, in classes, and lu n ch .. . and that is all I will do is read. I
don't pay attention or anything.. . . I just get into the book and it's kind of hard to
stop reading.
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Betty: And . . . when you are done, you lay it aside and get another one?
Tiff:

Yep.

Betty': So you don't really think about them or talk about them?
Tiff:

No.

Betty: Are you learning anything from these books? . . .
Tiff:

Learn what?

Betty: Anything.
Tiff:

Well, I kind of learn how they think.

Betty: Who thinks?
Tiff: The author, because usually the way they think is what they put into their
work. . . .
Betty: What about sex? . . . Did you pick up anything there?
Tiff:

Not really anything that I didn't already know about

Betty: Incest?
Tiff:

Now that was one thing that I found out about.

CHAPTER VII
HANNAH: A READER'S RESPONSE
The Reader
Hannah was in the eighth grade at Jefferson Middle School when she participated in
the study. Hannah had grown up in a rural town not far from Wheaton until the age of
eight. Following her parents' divorce, Hannah's mother moved her three children to a
trailer court near Wheaton and attended the university. After receiving a degree in
education, Hannah's mother was hired by a local school district. This opportunity allowed
her to buy a modest home located in the north end of town and provide for her children.
To earn extra money, Hannah baby-sits on weekends and has a regular paper route. She
enjoys a warm relationship with her father and visits him once a month.
The Text
Christopher Pike's ( 1992b) Monster was the text that Hannah chose to read for the
study. This story started over 100,000 years ago when a meteor containing microscopic
organisms struck planet Earth and formed Point Lake. Not only did the tiny pests manage
to survive the collision, they flourished in their new environment. According to Indian
folklore, persons who drank water from the lake developed a craving for blood and
eventually transformed into winged, bat-like creatures. The only way to destroy these
monsters, according to the legend, was through decapitation.
When a school was built on Point Lake, a decision was made to draw water directly
from the lake rather than an underground well. While practicing in hot weather, the
school's cheerleaders and football players consumed enormous quantities of water. Jim
Kline, starting quarterback, Todd Green, linebacker, and Kathy Baker, head cheerleader,
were among the first students infected by the blood-thirsty carnivores (Pike, 1992b).
144

145
Mary Blanc, social elitist, was dating Jim Kline during his transformation. After
observing several football practices, she noted that Jim, Todd, and Kathy were capable of
superhuman feats. Her curiosity sparked an investigation that led her to an abandoned
warehouse. She witnessed the three teenage "monsters" enter the building with two
intoxicated couples who were under the impression that they would be engaging in sexual
activities. The monsters, however, had other plans; they were hungry. Following this
incident, Mary entered a party at Jim's house with a shotgun and unloaded on Todd and
Kathy. Jim, however, managed to escape through a second story window (Pike, 1992b).
Angela Warner, a friend of Mary's, had witnessed the gruesome episode and
intervened before Mary had the opportunity to kill Jim. Mary was apprehended by the
police and taken into custody. Although Angela knew that Mary suspected Jim of being a
monster, she found him attractive. It was Angela's relationship with Jim that led to her
eventual demise, but not before she rid the community of the predators (Pike, 1992b).
The Response
Angela Warner was attending her first party at Point Lake since moving from
Chicago earlier that summer. Angela was sipping beer when Mary Blanc, her best friend,
walked through the door with a shotgun. "Mary raised the weapon and pointed it at Todd
Green's m idsection.. . . The blast went right through his guts and painted the wall behind
him a lumpy red" (Pike, 1992b, p. 2). Mary immediately scanned the room in search of
Kathy Baker, the school's head cheerleader.
Mary pointed her shotgun at Kathy's face and pulled the trigger. The blast
caught Kathy in the forehead and took off the top of her skull, plastering a good
portion of her brains over the railings of the nearby staircase. (Pike, 1992b, p. 2)
What struck Angela as unusual was that Mary "had just blown away two people,
but she seemed in total control" (Pike, 1992b, p. 3). Mary located Jim, her boyfriend, on
the second story of the house and was ready to shoot him when Angela screamed. Missing
her target, Mary chased Jim into the nearby woods. Predicting where Jim may have sought
refuge, Angela left the murder scene to try and stop Mary from killing him.

146

Shortly after Angela found Jim cowering in some brush, Mary arrived determined
to destroy Jim Kline. Assuming that Mary would not shoot her best friend, Angela Warner
placed herself between Jim and Mary. This gesture did not derail Mary's mission,
however. Just as she was ready to shoot through Angela to kill Jim, a police officer
warned Mary that he would shoot her on the count of five. With her shotgun on the
ground, Mary was taken into custody. Although the violence came to an abrupt end, a
voice inside Angela warned her that it had "just begun" (Pike, 1992b, p. 21).
Hannah: Most of the things that I [found interesting were] the descriptions of the
people-things that I thought were really weird for her to do under the
circumstances, like when she was trying to kill her boyfriend. Usually, you
probably wouldn't kill your boyfriend. . . . It says [that] Mary was a strong girl
and wasn't one to throw her life away on a wave of irrational emotion. Yet, she
just shot two people. So, I thought it was weird that if she was so smart that she
had . . . her life planned out, why she would just go and . . . start killing people?
. .. [Mary] doesn't even seem to have a motive to kill anybody.. . . All it says is
that they were cheerleaders and football players, so it doesn't seem to really have
anything to do with w hy she would [kill th em ].. . . Angela was surprised that
[Jim] wasn't begging for mercy. I thought that was weird. . . . If somebody's got
a gun to you . . . you'll probably . . . ask them not to sh o o t. . . but he . . . didn't
say anything.. . . There might be something like a reason w hy she would want to
kill him and he knows that she's found out something about him . . . or . . .
something about her, and she didn't want everybody else to know. . . . And then
. . . at the very end, this p a rt. . . jumped out to me where it said, "My dear, it's
only just begun." T h a t. . . kind of hooked me and made me want to keep reading.
Betty:

What about [Kathy]?

Hannah: She kind of sounded like a slut or something like th a t.. . . I know that
doesn't have to mean that, but that's usually how they're portrayed in books. . . .
She's the head cheerleader and she's like really pretty . . . and all the guys love
her. . . .
Betty:

A slut is someone who sleeps around, or is that different now?

Hannah: It's . . . kind of . . . like that. . . .
Betty:
So, from being pretty and a piece of cream pie .. . and all the boys loved
her and she loved all the boys . . . face of a model—
Hannah: Perfect.
Betty:
So, here we go from this image of perfect Kathy to this scene. As a
reader, does that make you feel good to see the girl blown to pieces? Or do you
feel, "Oh, that is terrible?" . . .
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Hannah: You didn't really get to know Kathy . . . very well. . . . 1 probably
w ouldn't. . . . feel sorry for her unless I got to know her. . . .
Betty:
You just read through it f o r . .. the blood, the guts—it's a thrill? No
emotion?
Hannah: Yeah. . . . If she was . . . one of the main characters . . . and she was
. . . still perfect throughout everything and . . . got killed . . . I'd probably . . . feel
bad that she died. But if she was . . . mean to everybody and trying to get other
people killed . . . I probably wouldn't care as much because it would be better that
she was gone anyw ay.. . . Another thing I found interesting was that it was a small
town. She just moved there to get away from . . . violence . . . and she just saw
two people get killed.
The next day, Nguyen, a police lieutenant and former officer in the Vietnamese
Army, called Angela in for questioning. After determining what Angela knew of the
events, Nguyen discussed Mary's predicament. According to Nguyen, Mary would not
discuss her reasons for wanting Jim, Kathy, and Todd dead. Another concern of
Nguyen's was that Mary's family was extremely wealthy and were trying to get Mary
released on bail. Nguyen asked Angela to find out why Mary murdered and to suggest that
Mary should remain incarcerated for her own protection (Pike, 1992b).
Once Mary and Angela were alone, Mary disclosed her motivations for murdering
Todd and Kathy and attempting to kill her boyfriend: they were "monsters" (Pike, 1992b,
p. 32). Mary's suspicions spun into a tale including feats of superhuman strength and
cannibalism. Angela quickly assumed that Mary had lost her mind, but decided to at least
check into the possibility that there might be some truth in Mary's account. Nguyen had
secretly taped Mary and Angela's conversation.
Despite the fact that Mary had murdered two teenagers, it was Jim Kline who sent
chills through Lieutenant Nguyen. Jim seemed like a "caged animal" (Pike, 1992b, p. 46)
and Nguyen was sure that he was guilty of some atrocity. He gave orders that all the
warehouses in the area be searched for traces of blood or human remains.
Hannah: It said that [N guyen]. . . is very much in co n tro l. . . . He asked what
Mary's relationship was with Kathy and Todd. .. . [Angela] said that Mary hardly
knew either of them . . . but all three were popular. . . . And . . . when they first
met, Angela and Mary were real good friends.. . . Mary was like really, really
talkative and . . . she was "too cool to care about being cool," so it seems like she
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doesn't really care about what anybody else thinks. . . . She was just herself. . . .
Mary doesn't want to tell anybody what happened because she doesn't think
anybody will believe h e r.. . . She says she doesn't feel bad for killing them . . .
but then she says that she feels bad for their families. She said . . . Todd and
Kathy weren't human anymore. That's why she killed them. They were monsters.
Betty:

Do you believe any of this? . . .

Hannah: I kind of do because of . . . Jim's reaction. . . . It just seemed like he
knew . . . why she was killing him. . . . One time, when they were in the gym,
Kathy like lifted a thousand pounds over her head . . . and the guys didn't even act
surprised. . . . Then . . . [Todd, Kathy, and Jim] went to a bar and they got these
people to a warehouse and .. . they ate them. . . . [Nguyen] secretly took a
recorder with him and I thought that was really bad because he seemed like he
would be . . . a trusting kind of person who . . . wouldn't spy on the other people.
. . . I think he must believe it just a little bit if he was willing to get a list of all the
warehouses and go search for blood.
Betty:
Did the fact that he was an officer in the Vietnamese Army add anything
to the story? . ..
Hannah: He's kind of gotten used to k illin g .. . . He thought that Mary was
. . . more brave than a lot of the soldiers in the war. . . . She had more guts. . . . It
said that when he met Jim he didn't like him and he thought he was like a caged
animal. . . . [Mary] can do all this stuff. . . . She dances . . . in that dance troop
. . . and she can play the flute and she can . . . do everything. . . . She's so perfect.
. . . It says she was really pretty and when she's in a sw im suit. . . she can make
people turn and look at her all the time. . . . She's . . . kind of human, b u t. . . she
seems like she might not be . . . all human or something. . . .
Betty:

Interesting. . . .

Like most of the residents of Point Lake, Angela attended the funerals of Kathy and
Todd. As the caskets were being loaded into the hearses, Jim stopped to thank Angela for
saving his life. Angela provided the following description of Jim: " . . . a totally rad dude:
God had designed his body and fit him snugly into i t . . .. He didn't look particularly
intelligent. . . if he'd had brains along with that body there would have been no resisting
him" (Pike, 1992b, p. 49). Admitting only to herself that she had always had a crush on
Jim, the current situation presented Angela with an opportunity to act on her desire.
"If there's anything I can do for you, ever, don't hesitate to ask. I mean
that—seriously."
Angela blushed. "Maybe some lonely night 111 take you up on that. No,
just kidding. . . . " (Pike, 1992b, p. 50)
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After learning that Angela had been to the jail to visit Mary, Jim shared his side of
the story'. According to Jim, Mary was jealous:
"What happened is I told her I wanted to break up with her and go out with
other girls. . . . She told me I couldn't leave her, that 1 belonged to her. . . . She
called Todd and told him to tell her if I went out with any other girls. She cornered
Kathy at school and told her if she so much as looked at me she'd kill her." (Pike,
1992b, p. 51)
Before leaving Angela, Jim suggested that they meet after the football game on
Friday night to continue their discussion. "Jim had been Mary's boyfriend, and Mary was
her best friend. . . . But Jim wasn't asking her out on a date—not really. He just wanted to
talk" (Pike, 1992b, p. 52). Angela accepted his invitation.
Hannah: . . . Angela . . . wasn't even scared of Jim Kline because she didn't
believe Mary's story. . . . It says Angela had always been attracted to Jim . . . she
always thought he was like real good looking. She . . . didn't care if he was smart
or n o t.. . . And she thinks that Mary's gonna get convicted and that there's no
chance of her getting off or anything.
Betty:
Do you think there are any monsters or is Mary just really mad because
her boyfriend broke up with her [and she] couldn't handle it? . . .
Hannah: I don't think she . . . was at the warehouse and . . . watched 'em come
out with the clothes.. . . It said that the people weren't reported missing . . . so I
don't know if that happened.
The night of the funerals, Kevin, a boy who lived in Angela's neighborhood,
stopped over to visit her. He had heard about the murders—and Angela's involvement—and
wanted to cheer her up. It was obvious to Angela that Kevin had a crush on her.
He made no secret of his devotion.. . . Kevin was sh o rt. . . with a mess of
black hair and a smile that would light up at the slightest reference to his favorite
subjects . .. sex and s e x .. . . Yet Angela believed Kevin had never had sex outside
of the confines of his own head. Too much the altar boy, he was never crude, even
when he was trying to be. He simply didn't have the experiences to draw
upon. . . .
Not that she had any. In fact, they made a great pair, both virgins
pretending they had been around the world on a waterbed. (Pike, 1992b, p. 53)
After a certain amount of prodding, Angela told Kevin about Mary's monster story.
Kevin had serious misgivings, but told Angela that several cheerleaders and football
players complained about not feeling well shortly after the school had opened. Kevin
reasoned that Mary' may have also been affected.
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Betty:
party.

And then we have this new g u y .. .. Kevin didn't get invited to the

Hannah: Nope. . . . He was at a computer convention. . . . It sounds like he's like
really smart and he doesn't hang out with . . . cheerleaders and football
players. . . .
Betty:
Did Angie promise Mary she wouldn't tell anyone [about the
monsters]? . . .
Hannah: No, she just promised Mary that she'd stay away from Jim and she
w ouldn't. . . talk to him . . . because Mary thought he'd hurt her. . . . Kevin
thinks that it's weird that Mary wants to kill people .. . when she has so little
evidence . . . and he thinks it's convenient that she can't remember where the
warehouse is. .. . Angela doesn't want to believe that Mary's . . . lost her mind.
.. . She wants to find an explanation for it. . . . They think that the Point Lake was
formed by a meteor. . . . I think . . . the lake . . . might have affected them
somehow.
Betty:

So, who's your favorite character at this point? . . .

Hannah: Mary . . . but, I don't know if I'd feel the same way if she was really
alive and she killed somebody. . . .
Angela waited for Jim after the game. His performance, along with the rest of the
team, had been outstanding. Jim came out of the locker room looking "so handsome . . .
[that Angela] considered herself lucky" (Pike, 1992b, p. 69). To get things started, Jim
suggested a quiet conversation over a late dinner. While they were waiting for their food,
Jim confessed that he had been "tactless" (p. 71) when he told Mary he wanted to breakup
and be free to date Angela Both flattered and confused, Angela could hardly believe that
the rich and popular Jim Kline "wanted to leave Mary for her" (p. 72).
Hannah: Jim's family, like Mary's, has money. I don't know if that is important.
. . . [Angela] didn't understand . . . why Mary would . . . go after him . . . and he
said that it was because he wanted to ask [Angela] o u t. . . and that he had just told
[Mary]. . . . I don't think that is the whole reason . . . because I think that she
would be mad at A ngela. . . because she would think she was stealing her
boyfriend. . . .
Betty:

Why would she think that? . . .

Hannah: If your boyfriend ends up liking your friend, you would be mad at your
friend too. . . .
Betty:

How does Angela take this news?
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Hannah: Well, she feels kind of bad for Mary, but she is kind of excited about it
because she thinks he is really cute. . . . She doesn't seem to really care that Mary
got dumped. . . . She is ju s t .. . interested in him and she is glad that he likes
her. . . .
Betty:

Why is [Angela] so shocked . . . to hear that—

Hannah: That he likes her? . . . She thinks he is too cute for her and that nobody
like that would like her. And he is rich and he's a football player . . . so she thinks
. . . that anybody like that wouldn't like her because nobody like that ever has
before. . . .
Betty:

What does she think of Mary?

Hannah: She thinks that Mary is a lot prettier .. . and . . . Mary would deserve
somebody like that more, because that is . . . the . .. class of people that she hangs
out with.
Betty:

What do you mean by class of people? . . .

Hannah: Mary's family is richer than Angela's . . . so you would just assume that
he would go out with somebody with more m oney... . Angela wouldn't think that
anybody . . . with money would want to go out with somebody that didn't have
any money. . . .
Betty:
Is that an assumption from junior high? . . . Do rich kids hang out with
rich kids, and middle kids hang out with middle kids, and lower kids hang out with
lower kids?
Hannah: It is not so much that just the rich kids just hang out with the rich kids,
because I am not rich and I hang out with some of the kids with more
m oney-people who own stores or have big family nam es.. . . The people who
don't have any money, they hang out together. They don't hang out with the richer
people.
Betty:

So the amount of money that your parents have can make a difference.

Hannah: Um hum.
Betty:

How about someone like you? You can move up if you want to?

Hannah: Well, it depends. . . . I'm not thal poor.
Betty:

So you get to hang out with them because you are not poor? . . .

Hannah: I don't do stuff with them on weekends . . . but if there is nobody to talk
to in school, and one of them is in my class, I'll talk to them. Or . . . if some of
our same friends are in the same class and some of them are in the same class, we
will all talk to each o th er.. . . I guess it does make a difference if you have money
and if you don't—what your little social status thing is or w hatever.. ..
Betty:

People just know this in junior high?
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Hannah: Um hum. . . . It doesn't even seem to matter what kind of personality
you have. You could be the dumbest person, or smartest, or nicest, or the meanest;
it doesn't really matter. All the rich people who have family names that everybody
knows—if your parents are well known—then you are probably going to be
popular. . . .
Betty:

Is there any resistance to that system or is that just the way that it is?

Hannah: It is just the way it is. .. . It is mainly . .. your family name and what
kind of sports you are into and who you hang out with when you are little. . . . If
you [didn't] go to a school where those people are at, then, in junior high, you
can't be friends with them. . . . You'll be . . . an outcast and you won't be with that
group. . . .
Betty:
So if you are p o o r. .. and if you didn't get socialized with that group
when you are young, what are your chances of being—
Hannah: Well for me, I didn't go to school with any of those people, and my mom
raised us by herself so we don't have a lot of money, so it is like different, because
it can depend upon what kind of clothes and stuff you have to o .. . . I am not
saying that I am the best dressed, but I have . . . name-brand shirts and stuff, and I
wear Nikes, and I have like Lucky jeans and stuff—so your clothes. . . . If your
family doesn't have a lot of money and have trashy clothes, then you are probably
not going to have a lot of friends . . . because people will just think you are,
"Ugh," gross or something. . . .
Betty:

What about the way you look?

Hannah: That depends. . . . At our school it is not so much fat and skinny because
people don't really care if you are skinny . . . but if you come to our school with a
really weird haircut or you dress really weird . . . it's . . . not something we are
really used to .. . . This kid he just came to our school and his head is practically all
shaved except this little mohawk thing. People have never seen anything like that
before, so people don't really want to hang out with him. People are trying to stay
away from him. They are not used to it and they don't know what his personality
is lik e .. . . Then there is this Native American who has his head like, not a regular
haircut, but his head is all shaved on the top and sides except for this ponytail sort
of thing. . . . It also depends on what you like to do. If you get stoned on the
w eekends-if you wanna do drugs or something like that—it doesn't matter what
you look like, you can just go into their group. . . .
Betty:
Interesting. And here's Angela, quite shocked and flattered that Jim
Kline could be interested in her.
Hannah: Well, she doesn't have the best clothes, and she doesn't think she is
pretty, and her grandpa doesn't have a lot of money, and his family does have a lot
of money, and he is really handsome, and has a nice house. . . . She is shocked,
and it is not like she doesn't think that she doesn't deserve him, but she wonders
why he would choose her over some cheerleader or something.
Betty:
So basically it is the guys that do the choosing? Guys in that position get
a selection and they can just choose?
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Hannah: . . . [It] depends on . . . if the girls are really . . . outgoing or something,
then they could choose who they want to go out with. . . . But most of the time it is
the guy that asks the girl o u t.. . unless there is . . . a girl who is really confident
and secure.
Betty:

A girl would have to be very secure in her position?

Hannah: Yeah, 'cause I don't think you would see somebody without a lot of
money going and asking out the richest guy in school or the most popular, because
you know you wouldn't even have a chance at all. It would depend on your social
position.
Betty:

No chance. Was Mary in a position so that she could do some choosing?

Hannah: Yeah, because her parents have money and she has grown up in that
town all her life. . . . She knows everybody and . . . she would be popular and
confident, so . . . she could choose.
Betty:

So, Mary could choose, but Angela was not in that position.

Hannah: Not really.
After Jim's disclosure of his feelings for Angela, he apologized for laying "such a
heavy rap" (Pike, 1992b, p. 73) on her. Shocked by Jim's revelation, Angela was
thinking one thing and saying another:
He's too hot fo r me.
"I like you," she said softly. . . .
"What do you like about me?"
The body you're wearing under those clothes.
"Your piercing intellect and subtle wit," she said. (Pike, 1992b, p. 74)
As they left the restaurant, Jim asked Angela what she would like to do. When she
replied, "Go to bed" (Pike, 1992b, p. 75), Jim laughed and remarked, "You Chicago girls
like to get down to business, don't you?" (p. 75).
Hannah: [Angela] doesn't really seem to care about [what's] inside. She doesn't
really care about his personality.. . . She just likes his body . . . a good looking
guy. And then where he is telling her that Mary's in j a i l . . . she is hanging her
head like Judas. She feels like she is betraying her friend because she is going out
with her ex-boyfriend . . .
Betty:
Why does he think that she feels guilty? "1 didn't mean to lay such a
heavy rap on you." What did he mean by that? . . .
Hannah: He is telling Angela that he wants to go out with h e r. . . and she feels
guilty.
Betty’:

She hasn't really said that she feels guilty yet. . . .
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Hannah: It bothers her-the part about herjust being in a restaurant with
Jim—she's thinking that she shouldn't be there.
Betty:

But does he know this?

Hannah: I don't think so.
Betty:

The reason [Angela] has been told that Mary tried to kill him is—

Hannah: Is because they broke up.
Betty:

For?

Hannah: For Angela. She must feel like she is part of the reason that Mary had to
go to jail.
Betty:

Should she feel that way? . . .

Hannah: She always was attracted to Jim but she never said anything because she
knew that [Mary and Jim] . . . were having a relationship.. . . But I don't think she
should feel guilty because Mary never said anything to h e r.. . .
Betty:

[The remark] "Go to bed." Now what is she doing?

Hannah: I don't know if she meant it like that, b u t. . . she is . . . flirting with
him. At first when she said "Go to bed" she probably meant that she should go
home and go to sleep, but when he said that thing about "Chicago girls getting
down to business," then she started playing along with him and flirting with him.
Betty:
So when she first said "Go to bed," that was just an innocent remark,
rather than the start of something flirtatious.. . . You don't think she is trying to
arouse his interest and implying that she is someone who is more sexual than she
actually is?
Hannah: I don't really think she is until after he makes that other remark because
then . . . she goes along with it. . . .
Betty:
Would this be a commonly used tactic when girls are trying to get a boy
interested in them? .. .
Hannah: Me? No. But I know one of my friends will say something that you can
take one way or the other way, and if the boy reacts . . . she will play along with
it . . . .
Betty:

Who is in control in a situation like that?

Hannah: It is kind of hard to s a y .. . . In a way, she . . . is because she sort of
started. . . . Then it kind of seems like he is.
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Jim's newly expressed feelings for Angela, dinner by candlelight, and the sexual
innuendoes set the mood for a moon-lit walk on the beach of Point Lake. Jim's
aggressiveness took Angela by surprise:
He grabbed her and pulled her close. . ..
He kissed her. . . . Deep and hard. . . . She felt herself sink into him; he
pulled her tight against his b od y .. . . His arms went around her, and his hands
went down her back and over her b u tt.. . . Jim moved his right hand to the front of
her blouse and started to slip it down. God, it felt good, just his fingers getting
close. But she pulled back.
"Don't I get a chance to come up for air?" she asked, trying to jo k e .. ..
"Do you want to go for a swim?" he asked. . . .
Angela felt dismayed. This was their first date, after a ll.. . . Jim unzipped
his pants and began to pull them off. It didn't look as if he was wearing
underwear. . . .
Angela tried not to look while he pulled off his pants, but she ended up
getting an eyeful. . . .
He was kind of pushy, a side of him she had never seen before. It was
funny how you really didn't know someone till you got intimate with them
This is not intimacy. This is sexual insanity. (Pike, 1992b, pp. 78-80)
Hannah: . . . It says that he is aggressive and it is their first date and he wants to
go swimming naked with her and . . . she doesn't really want to go. . . . He
doesn't have his clothes on . . . and he is kind of pushy. . . . She would probably
be content to sit there and watch him go back and forth and splash around.. . .
Betty:

What?

Hannah: Content just to sit there. . . .
Betty:

Has he kissed her yet?

Hannah: Yes.
Betty:

And she could barely believe it, right?

Hannah: Y e ah ,. . . and she is trying to deal with it. . . . He is just a little fast for
her.
Betty:
"And she felt herself sinking into h im .. . " So when you are reading is
that good or not? . . .
Hannah: I don't really like that part of the book as much as I like the gross and
g o ry .. . . I would like it just as much if they would cut this part out.
Betty:

Really?

Hannah: Yeah. I just like the gory stuff.
Betty:

You would be satisfied with straight

horror?
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Hannah: Yeah.
Betty:

Why do you read these, then?

Hannah: Well, this is the only author that I read.
After a quick dip, Jim came out of the water and began to chase Angela. The game
of tag came to an end when Jim cut his arm. Before the bleeding had stopped, however,
Jim was kissing Angela:
Until a few days ago her life was dull and now she had a hunk, naked no
less, chasing her in the middle of the night. . ..
Once more he kissed her long and hard. Again she felt his hands on her,
tugging at the buttons on the front of her blouse. She tried to stop him, but he
persisted, and she didn't really want him to stop anyway. Actually, she wanted
him to strip her naked and make passionate love to her right on the spot. . . .
Then she felt a warm, sticky liquid being smeared across her belly as he
squeezed her closer. . . .
"You're bleeding all over me!" she cried. . . .
He grabbed her and started kissing her again. . . . But they were both so
smeared with gook that the passion had lost all charm for A ngela.. . . It still felt
good to have his mouth on hers. He tasted great, like the steak he'd eaten for
dinner. That rare steak. . . .
He touched her right breast, under the bra, while he gave her the last kiss.
She couldn't believe she let him. Mary said he was a monster, all rig h t.. . .
Maybe he's my kind o f monster. (Pike, 1992b, pp. 81-85)
Hannah: . . . It says that she tried to stop him, but he pushed it. . . . Then she
really didn't want him to stop anym ore.. . . I think that now . . . she likes him
more. And she thinks she would like to have a boyfriend and now she has a
boyfriend. . . .
Betty:
So she's thinking th a t. . . she already . . . has a boyfriend? . . . Is that
important to a girl?
Hannah: Like, when you don't have a boyfriend . . . it is . . . fine. But when you
do have one . . . you have more p rid e .. . . I guess she feels like she knows him
good enough to like make love to him. . . . She says, "He is my kind of monster."
I don’t really think she believes what Mary said, but just kind of jokingly believes
that he is a monster. . . and 1 think she likes his aggressiveness. . . . When he is
being really aggressive. . . it makes her feel good. But maybe for a split second
. . . she'll stop and think, "But why is he acting like this?" . . . .
Betty:

What do you think of Angie at this point? . . .

Hannah: She's not being a very good friend to Mary. If Mary knew that she was
here with her ex-boyfriend . . . she probably wouldn't be very happy. . . . She's . .
. not really doing anything wrong . . . because they broke up . . . b u t. . . her
friend's in jail. And just because her friend's in jail, now she can finally have a
boyfriend. . . . If she thought about it, I don't think she'd be doing this.
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Betty:
If she did think about it and did it anyway, what would that make you
think? . . .
Hannah: That would be bad. . . . [It] seems like a little quick for him to have just
broken up with Mary and, all of a sudden, to be having a new girlfriend right away.
He's . . . got her on the shore and he is ripping her clothes off and stuff, and they
just broke up. . . . There should be a wait period between girlfriends.
Betty:
So if you break up with a boyfriend your girlfriend should wait for
awhile before she starts going out with him? or never go out with him?
Hannah: Well, I think they can go out with them, but they should make sure . . .
that you are at least over him so that it doesn't ruin the friendship. . . . He should
wait for Angela to be ready to go out with him, even though . . . it seems like she
is.
Betty:
As she is lying there on the sand with her blouse open. Normally, that is
the way it would work though? You would wait?
Hannah: Yeah. At least at my school.. . .
Betty:

Do you think she is in control of her behavior at this point?

Hannah: . . . She is . . . in control, I think, but she really doesn't seem to care
about anything. . . .
Betty:
And here she nearly sacrificed herself out in the woods. Is she the "not
caring" type? . . .
Hannah: I think she might have stuck up for Jim just because she liked him. If
she didn't like him, she might not have . . . put herself in front of him.
When Angela went to sleep that night she entered into a terrorizing dream world. It
was a place where "blood fell as rain to earth" (Pike, 1992b, p. 87). Angela could feel a
river of blood running at her feet and then a horrible pain. "She screamed, hopping from
foot to foot, trying to get away from the million invisible teeth that were trying to devour
her" (p. 87).
The World was always hungry.
Especially for those who visited.
They were such easy prey.
Angela felt like a visitor. . . . (Pike, 1992, p. 86)
Hannah: "The world was always hungry,. . . . made such easy prey."
Betty:
"Especially for those who visited." And then it says that Angela felt like
a visitor. What is Angela?
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Hannah: Easy prey. . . . And then it said that she was soaked in blood and
everything, and that was kind of like when he had her on the beach . . . and his arm
was bleeding . . . and she got all soaked with blood.
Kevin woke Angela the next morning and complained about the smell in her room.
Since she had vomited in reaction to her dream and had blood-soaked clothing in the
comer, Angela was able to account for the offensive odor. As Angela was getting out of
bed and preparing to shower, Kevin started the customary round of jokes with sexual
overtones.
Betty:
. . . [Kevin] comes into her bedroom . . . and wakes her up. He seems
like he kind of likes h e r.. . .
Hannah: Yeah. And he asks if he can watch her shower.
Betty’:
Do you get the feeling . . . he's serious and knows that she's not
interested. . . .
Hannah: He just likes being around her and . . . he can have his little fantasies or
whatever. . . .
Betty:

Worship at a distance and, at the same time, have fun? . . .

Hannah: Yeah. [Angela] says that she hopes he's still interested in her when she's
70 years old. . . .
Betty:

She kind of looks at him as being like a last resort—end of the road?

Hannah: Yeah. Right now. . . .
As Angela and Kevin were milling around the kitchen, they found a typed letter
from her grandfather stating that he left for Chicago. As Angela glanced at the morning
paper, the headlines read that a player from the opposing team had been paralyzed from the
neck down in the Friday night's game: The "boy's neck looked like it had been cracked by
a sledgehammer" (Pike, 1992b, p. 94). The article jolted Angela's memory of Mary's
reference to superhuman strength. Angela was anxious to pay a return visit to her friend.
On the way to the jail, Angela felt an incredible hunger and stopped to pick up two Big
Macs with fries. Kevin was amused by her appetite.
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Lieutenant Nguyen was glad that Angela returned to visit with Mary. Since his
investigation into the warehouse district had proven fruitless, he hoped to gain new
information by taping the girls' conversation (Pike, 1992b).
Mary sensed that Angela was scared when she entered the room to talk to her.
When learning of the injured football player, Mary could understand why. Realizing that
Angela might be in danger, Mary reiterated her plea that Angela stay away from Jim.
Angela divulged that she had already dated him.
Mary glared at h e r.. . . "Look at yourself, Angie, and tell me who's fooling
who. Is Jim suddenly head over heels in love with you? Did he tell you he had to
dump me so that he could have you?"
Angela froze. . . .
"What did the happy couple do on their first date?"
"We ate together. In a restaurant. We didn't eat anybody."
"Then what did you do?" Mary asked.
"We went back to my place and screw ed.". . .
"Did you sleep with him?"
"No."
"Did you kiss him?'
"Yes."
"Bitch," Mary said. . . .
"Jim is not in love with you," Mary said calm ly .. . . "He wants to use you
to get to me. He's womed about what you know. He will probably kill you
eventually. He might do worse." (Pike, 1992b, pp. 98-100)
After Angela received this caution, the conversation switched to the
warehouse—Angela had been unable to find one that fit Mary's description. Mary
remembered hiding behind chicken crates, information that both Angela and Nguyen found
useful (Pike, 1992b).
While reviewing the tapes, Nguyen sensed a change in Angela Warner. "Last
Saturday Nguyen wouldn't have imagined Angela going out with Mary's boyfriend—a clear
act of disloyalty. But perhaps Jim had some kind of power over girls. He was an
extremely handsome kid" (Pike, 1992b, p. 104). Nguyen drew a connection between Jim
and a former soldier in the Vietnamese Army:
The man's name had been Tran Quan; he was the best killer Nguyen had
ever seen. . . . He hunted like a snake, though, not like a human. He wouldn't
stop at shooting or stabbing a victim in the back. Nguyen hated him and needed
him at the same time.
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But that need had been superseded the night he had found Tran Quan raping
a village girl whom he had just shot in the head. He had smiled when he was
caught.. . Nguyen had killed him on the spot and never regretted it. (Pike, 1992b,
pp. 104-105)
The next step in Nguyen's investigation was to follow Angela Warner and find the
warehouse in question.
Hannah: Mary thinks that Jim's gonna try to turn Angela into a monster. . . .
When they leave each other, she tells Angela to like stay aliv e .. . . 1 think she
doesn't want [Angela] to be around Jim maybe because she still likes him [or]
maybe because she doesn't want her fnend to turn into a monster. .. . [Nguyen]
thinks that Jim has some kind of power over girls. . . . And he doesn't know what
Jim has in common with [Tran Quan] but he didn't really want to find out either
because i t . . . scared him. . . .
Betty:
About that guy in Vietnam, he shot a girl and . . . raped her, and smiled
when he got caught. Why do you think the author put that in?
Hannah: I have no idea. . . .
Betty:
I was just curious why he would put that into a book written for
adolescents.. . . [Nguyen] says there's something . . . different about
[Angela]. . . .
Hannah: Yeah. . . . He said . . . he didn't think she'd be that kind of girl [to go
out with Mary's boyfriend].. . . But now he thinks it more in her personality. . . .
Betty:
Do good looking guys have control over girls? . . . Think of the best
looking guy you can think of in your school. Does he like have this magic charm
or power? . . .
Hannah: Yeah. . . . If you're . . . outgoing . . . then, maybe he wouldn't have
. . . such control on you. Or . . . if you were . . . really pretty . . . then you would
have . . . control over him. . . .
Betty:

Okay. But you'd have to be at least at his level or better? . . .

Hannah: Well, I don't think he'd be interested in you if you weren't. . . .
Betty:

How is the power structure working between Angela and Jim? . . .

Hannah: I think he's got some control over h e r.. . . It's like when he says, "Well,
let's do this." . . . She'll say something like, "Well, I'd rather do this." But she
only says it to herself.. . . On the outside, she just kind of goes along with
him .. . even though she knows it would be better to do what she was thinking in
her head. . . .
Betty:

So how [are] Angie and Jim different than Mary and Jim?

Hannah: I think that Mary and Jim [are] a better match just because . . . they're on
the same level. . . . Angela's . . . never had a serious boyfriend before so she's
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kind of just going along with whatever he says . . . She thinks he's so handsome
and she's so excited about it. . . .
Betty':

So Angie would be more vulnerable than Mary?

Hannah: Yeah. . . . If Mary . . . thinks that something is wrong, she’d . . . say
something to go against i t . . . or try' to kill him. . . . but I don't think Angela
would . . . try' to go against it.
Angela and Kevin searched an abandoned industrial park and found a stack of
chicken crates. "The sm ell. .. though repulsive, just increased her hunger" (Pike, 1992b,
p. 106). The two sleuths broke into a nearby building and found an area on the floor that
was free of dust. Hidden in a crack of cement, they found a stream of dried blood. In light
of the new evidence, Angela confessed to Kevin that she had dated Jim Kline.
"What's wrong with me?" he asked.
That hurt—the worst of all questions. I love you. Why don't you love me?
"There's nothing wrong with you, Kevin," she said as gently as she could.
"There's something wrong with me."
"Yeah, right. A body overflowing with horm ones.". . .
I just want to tell you that I do care about you. You're my friend. That's all
I can say right now.
She studied his lovely, innocent face. . . . She kissed his cheek. (Pike,
1992b, pp. 110-111).
As Angela dropped Kevin off at his house, she promised him that she would stay away
from Jim.
Hannah: Maybe they really did take those people in there and kill them . . .
because . . . she smells . . . decay. . . . and they find blood. . . . It was just like a
little crack like in the floor.. . . That kind of makes you think they might be
monsters, but they might not be. They might just be . . . killers. . . .
Betty:
Kevin . . . is upset because she went out with Jim Kline and never told
him. Why did he feel that she should have told him? . . .
Hannah: Well, he likes her so much . . . He knows that she's not interested in him
and he just wants to know why she went out with him and what they did. . . . And
then when he asked her if she was gonna see him again, she said "No." . . . She's
like lying to him, but I don't think she should. . . . She's obsessed with
Jim. . .
Betty:

Why isn't she obsessed with Kevin? . . .

Hannah: She probably just didn't think that they went together. . . like, they didn't
fit. . . . You wouldn't think that two people like that would get together. . . . It
seems like he is a smart guy . . . and he does good in . . . school or whatever,
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b u t. . . she doesn't seem like she's like that. . . . She likes handsome football
players, like Jim, and popular guys. . . .
After devouring several hamburgers extra rare, Angela paid a visit to the library.
She learned of Indian legends that supported the notion that the water in Point Lake was
harmful to humans. The librarian suggested that she visit Shining Feather for a more
comprehensive account of the lake's history.
Hannah: . . . She's . . . changing. . . . She's really changing. . . . She's . . .
hungry and now she says she could even eat raw meat. . . . And then it says she's
gonna go do research on the Indians who used to live there and she wants to know
what they think about the L ake.. .. The Indian name for Point Lake . . . means
bath o f blood. .. . KAtuu . . . are like little bugs . .. that you can't see . . . and
they're . . . really deadly. . . . Indians . . . avoided the lake because . . . it was . . .
a sacred rule in their tribe for nobody to drink the water under any circumstances.
When Angela arrived at the home of Shining Feather, a gift shop named "Cheap
Stuff," it was as the librarian had described:
Cheap Stuff looked cheap from the outside. A wooden shack built against
an aging brick home . . . The great-great-granddaughter greeted h e r... . She was
Native American, and she had a blanket in her hands that she wanted to show
Angela
"I'm really here to see Shining Feather," Angela said, glancing ab o u t.. ..
"Feather, he's taking nap," the woman said. She was about thirty and very
fat. She wore her black hair in a long, thick ponytail that reached past her waist.
She shoved her blanket into Angela's arms. "This I give you for sixty bucks. It's
a genuine Manton blanket."
The brown blanket looked as if it had been purchased at W al-M art. . . "But
I have a report on the Manton that I have to finish . . . It's real important I speak to
your great-great-grandfather.
. . . "Are you saying good things about us?"
"Very good things."
"How much money do you have?"
"About two bucks." . . .
"I'll sell you this [a small trinket] and then go wake Feather." (Pike,
1992b, pp. 119-120)
Betty:

. . . How did they make that Shining Feather out to -

Hannah: Well, the librarian . . . seems to think that he's a . . . wise man and . . .
the one to talk to if you need to know something about their trib e.. . . She thinks
that his great-great-granddaughter just wants to make money and she'll try to sell
you anything. . . . Seems like she rips people off. . . . She'll buy the little rug at
W al-M art.. . and then she'll go and sell it to you for sixty dollars and say it's a
genuine blanket from the tribe. .. .
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Angela was led into the back of the house "which was a questionable improvement
over the retail part. They went through a messy kitchen and impoverished living room into
a tiny bedroom" (Pike, 1992b, p. 120). There Angela saw Shining Feather "wrapped in a
blanket in front of a fuzzy TV" (p. 120). Shining Feather became noticeably upset when
Angela mentioned that high school students had been drinking water from Point Lake. At
the mentioned the word "KAtuu" (a word associated with the physical transformation of
humans into vampire bats), Shining Feather ordered Angela to leave the premises. After
pleading for his help, Shining Feather grabbed her wrist and noticed that her blood was "as
cold as the lake" (p. 128). He offered Angela his amulet, a headless bat-like figure, for
protection and instructed her to kill the KAtuu.
Hannah: . . . [Shining Feather] saw things about her that she'd rather he couldn't
s e e .. . . She's . . . trying to hide all this stuff from everybody, but he seems to
know everything. . . . He thinks she's one of those KAtuu and . . . I think he is
giving her a necklace because he's telling her to kill th em .. . . He might think that
she's not so far gone that she might be able to stop i t . . . .
Betty:

So what are you hoping happens right now?

Hannah: I'm hoping that if she is one of them, she can stop the thing before it gets
any further. But I think it's gonna be hard for her because she's . . . obsessed with
Jim . . . and I don't think she'd want to hurt him. . . .
Betty:

Would a Native American like the story about Shining Feather? . . .

Hannah: Maybe, but maybe not because . . . of how they portray his great-greatgranddaughter. . . They . . . lived in this little sh ack ,. . . and run a store, and he's
.. . sleeping all the time, and never does anything. But they might because . . . he
knows everything about the tribe and people come to him to learn more things.. . .
On the return trip, Angela found herself eating a raw sausage, then stopping at a
supermarket to buy steak. As soon as she got home, Jim stopped and suggested that they
walk to the top of the hill and eat their dinner. Although Angela sensed that she should be
killing Jim, she knew that "there was a part of her that was in love with the dark side.
There always had been, really—" (Pike, 1992b, p. 130):
Jim both repelled and attracted her. His manner was cold. He was making
no pretense of loving her tonight. He probably realized it was unnecessary. The
baptism—whatever he had done to her—was complete, and she was already
damned—at least from his point of view. . ..
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He was bad, but he was so bad he looked good. She was dying for him to
kiss her, to touch her. She craved his fingers on her as much as she craved juicy
steaks. But he wasn't homy for h er-h e just sat there staring at her.
"You look pretty tonight," he said.
"Thank you," she said. (Pike, 1992b, p. 131)
Hannah: . . . She is kind of starting to believe that he might be a monster, but I
don't think she really cares.. . . It says the baptism was complete and she was
already damned. . . . And I think she m ig h t. . . know that, b u t. . . 1 still don't
think she really believes it yet. . . .
Betty:
She says that she doesn't have a shot gun to kill him, and then the second
reason why she couldn't kill him is because there was a part of her that was in love
with the dark side and always had been. . . .
Hannah: Oh, like, he was so bad that he looked good? . . . Maybe she hasn't had
. . . a lot of adventure . . . so something like this j u s t . . . appeals to her because
. . . she wants to live dangerously. . . .
Betty:
The thing about being attracted to something that we find repulsive, in a
sense, that's what these books are all about, isn't it?
Hannah: Um-hum. . . . It's so gross . . . it makes you want to keep reading. . . .
He's so gross it makes her want to keep seeing h im .. . . There are things that you
usually don't see happen . . . and then when they do happen, it's like you feel bad
about it, but you're kind of excited too because you've never seen it. . . . That's
what happened when we lived in our trailer court and somebody's house burned
down. We all went to watch. . . . It was . . . sad because we felt really bad for the
people and their animals that died, but then it was kind o f . . . exciting because it
was such a big deal. . . .
Betty:

You want to get that close to the experience?

Hannah: You want to . . . live on the edge . . . and do something dangerous.
. . . I think that [Pike] writes about things that most people don't experience that are
. . . . kind of gross . . . just because people want to know about it. . . . They
. . . get hooked on it. . . .
Jim's father had an interest in the oil wells that pumped at the top of the hill.
Although Angela normally viewed the wells negatively, in the light of the moon they
seemed strangely sensuous. "The silver light gleamed on the oily tubing. Up and down,
in and out—pumping. . . . If Jim had tried to undress her at that moment, she would have
wished for scissors to help him" (Pike, 1992b, p. 133).
When they returned to Angela's house, Jim began to kiss her. "He was a hunk of
male meat wrapped around the deepest nerve in her body.". . . "She moaned with pleasure
and pain, never realizing before how close the two could be. She wanted him so bad it
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hurt" (Pike, 1992b, p. 135). Jim stripped down and dove from the balcony into the lake
below. Angela followed. As she joined him in the freezing waters, Jim took Angela to a
new level of sensation:
Jim suddenly snapped her head back onto his mouth, and her ecstasy
deepened beyond recovery even with the sharp pain that stabbed into her mouth.
She had bit her tongue, or maybe he had done it. But the taste of blood in her
mouth was the taste of pleasure.. . . It seemed to come out of Jim and into her
mouth, where blood swam around their tongues like a forbidden elixir swirled in a
sacred chalice. .. . Kissing him was such joy that the poundings in her brain was
drowned by the sensation, swept away on a wet wind that blew from out of time, a
wind that washed away her last thread of innocence and left her naked in the center
of the cold lake. (Pike, 1992, pp. 138-139)
When they returned to Angela's bedroom, Angela looked into Jim's eyes and could
see that they "belonged to another dimension. They were also her own eyes—newborn
twins—seen in unnatural reflection" (Pike, 1992b, p. 139).
Hannah: And Jim was taking advantage of her in the lake . . . [He] bit off a chunk
of her tongue. . . . After she went out on her date with Jim and she had that dream
about blood and . . . when your meat is rare it still has some of the blood in it still
and so it's like she has a craving for blood. . . . Obviously, they're not human
anymore. . . .
Betty:

Didn't you expect that to happen?

Hannah: No. I didn't think she'd change. . . . I thought she'd j u s t . . . stay
normal. . . . At the beginning . . . it seemed like she was just gonna go through this
book and try to figure out what was wrong with the monsters . . . or maybe she'd
get killed by the m onsters... . But I think she might be . . . changing into a
monster. . . .
Betty:
W ell,. . . all the indications are that whatever it is that happened to the
rest of those people, is happening to her. . . . Why is it weird that something bad is
happening to Angela? . . .
Hannah: In most books, if they have somebody who's going in there trying to
find out what's going on . .. the people don't change into the creature.. . . They
get nd of the thing and then life just goes on after that. . . .
Betty':

Everything returns to normal.

Hannah: Yeah. . . .
Betty:

This chapter's loaded with [sex]. You didn't [find it] interesting?

Hannah: No. 1 don't care about that part of books. She . . . wants him bad. . . .
He was j u s t . . . sitting there and didn't even seem like he wanted to [have sex].
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. . . She kind of believes that he is a monster, and that he is trying to make her one,
but she doesn't even care because she's so attracted to him. . . . I think she kind of
knows that Jim is . . . dangerous because she puts on that little amulet th in g .. ..
She doesn't know if it like gives her any protection, but she puts it on just in case.
Betty:
goes?

O h ,.. . religion. .. . What do you think of [the book] as far as religion

Hannah: I don't-religion? Like dying or the devil or something?
Betty:

Have you heard about communion?

Hannah: Oh, yeah. The little wine stuff that's God's blood or something. . . .
Betty:

And then he's talking about baptism and the chalice.. . .

Hannah: It's confusing . . . the stuff about the baptism or the ch alice.. . . After he
bites her tongue . . . why would [Pike] put something like, "It seemed to come out
of Jim and into her mouth—the silver chalice" . . . I mean, it obviously has some
sort of meaning to the story, but it's confusing. . . .
Betty:
At the bottom of 139, it says, "They were also her own eyes—newborn
twins—seen in unnatural reflection.". . . Do you have any background in literature
where it refers to twins?
Hannah: I read some books where there was a good twin and a bad twin or
whatever. . . . I think it was an R. L. Stine [book], and they were twin sisters and
one of them was really bad and she . . . tried to kill her sister.. . .
With a throbbing tongue and questions about what had happened the night before,
Angela paid a visit to Professor Spark, a researcher who had questioned the quality of
water in the lake. After he confirmed her suspicions—the lake contained organisms of
unknown origin—she headed back to Point Lake. While driving, Angela heard a
newscaster report that Mary Blanc had been released on bail. Angela deducted that Mary
would be staying at her parents' summer cabin and decided to visit her (Pike, 1992b).
Angela approached the cabin and noticed that the door was open and that a body
was lying in the entry' way. As she viewed the corpse, she recognized him as one of
Lieutenant Nguyen's officers. The next gruesome sight Angela witnessed was her friend,
Mary Blanc, "hanging from the neck by a thin wire" (Pike, 1992b, p. 162).
Angela wished she hadn't thought about food right th e n .. . . She decided
she couldn't just leave her friend hanging th ere.. . . Angela had the wire off in
seconds. She cradled Mary' in her arms as they slumped to the carpeted flo o r.. . .
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Angela buried her face in Mary's face and washed her friend's blood with her tears.
She was holding her dead friend, and she couldn't stop thinking about how
good it would be to lean over and open her mouth and . . .
"I won't do it!" she screamed. . . .
She closed her eyes and felt the edge of the incision in Mary's neck with her
fingertips. Then she took the bloody fingers and pressed them to her own lips.
And the thrill that went through her body was sexual in intensity.. . . She sucked
on her fingers hungrily. Harder and harder. . . .
So hard she began to eat her own hand.
"Angela," a voice said. . . .
Lieutenant Nguyen stepped into the ro o m .. . . Quickly she wiped the blood
off her mouth.
Don't mind me, I was ju st drinking my friend's blood.
"Hello," she said. . . .
She would have liked to kiss her friend goodbye [sic], but not with
company in the room. . . .
Nguyen blinked. "What's happened to you, Angela?"
She swiped at her mouth again. She had missed a bit of the blood. "I've
become a naughty little girl. I think I lost my virginity last night." (Pike, 1992b,
pp. 163-165)
Sensing a mental capacity to control the thoughts and actions of others, Angela
moved past Nguyen without his objection and returned home. Plastic, her grandfather's
dog, greeted Angela at the front door. The smell of blood on the breath of the dog setoff
another pang of hunger. "Angela reached around and dug her nails into the dog's neck"
(Pike, 1992b, p. 167). This meal was interrupted by Jim. Assuming that Angela had
completed her transformation, he informed her that he had eaten her grandfather and
murdered Mary. Angela appeared understanding and offered to host a party that evening
for the rest of the monsters.
Hannah: . . . [Angela] can't stop thinking about how good her friend would taste.
And then she finally eats her and it's like, like, I don't know—weird book. . . . And
she eats her friend . . . then she gets home and she tries to kill her dog. . . . She
wants to eat it. . . . You usually don't kill . . . your pets and eat them. . . . Then
. . . Jim comes . . . and his fingernails are black. . . . He admits . . . that he ate her
grandpa. . . . It seems like Jim's main goal in the whole relationship thing was just
to change her because he doesn't even seem to care how she feels. . . .
Betty:
When she gets some blood on her fingers and brings them to her lips
from Mary's neck, she said that it was just so sexual, some kind of intensity. . . . I
mean there's something very sexual about this whole experience. . . . Even that
thing about she wanted to kiss her friend good-bye, but she couldn't because there
was company. . . . What kind of feeling did that give off? . . .
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Hannah: If she would have kissed her friend she probably would have gotten a
craving for her blood . .. and then wanted to eat her and she didn't want that guy to
see her do that.
Betty:
When you walk in and see somebody drinking their friend's blood 1
mean, it is kind of—
Hannah: Gross.
Betty:
Even that part about the eyes. About how she was so glad that Mary’ had
a chance to close her eyes before she died . . . and then it describes the thin wire.
Hannah: Wrapped tight around her neck.
Betty:

Yeah. And then the flies buzzing.

Hannah: That's gross. It makes a picture of some dead animal in the middle of the
road or something, like a dead skunk or something . . . with all the animals buzzing
around it. It's decaying and stuff. . . . Gross.
Betty:

Did you want more dignity for Mary than to have flies all over her?

Hannah: Yeah.
Betty:

More dignity for Angela [than] when she starts to eat her dog?

Hannah: Yeah. It is disgusting . . . I . . . don't really get why [Nguyen] just let
her leave? . . .
Betty:

Didn't she have some kind of control over his mind at this point?

Hannah: Y eah, that's true. . . .
Betty:

What do you want for [Angela]? . . .

Hannah: It would be interesting if she did change.. . . Well, I guess she has
changed. But if they just went on and . . . showed her . . . after she changed. But
in a way it would be nice if she would just change back and the whole thing would
be over and she could live her life—live a normal life .. . .
Betty:

And a normal life is? . . .

Hannah: A normal life? . . . Everything would just go back to normal and the
town wouldn't be messed up and all the people would be normal. . . . Just go to
school and live with your family . . . and not be all weird. . . . I don't want her to
be changing into one of those things.
Angela prepared for the party by purchasing enough gasoline to blowup the cabin,
then she found and buried her grandfather's remains. As she was working, Angela
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Hannah: Yeah, I've been in . . . the morgue. . . . but never . . . in the back of a
funeral hom e.. . . A morgue . . . that doesn't really interest me anymore because
I've been in it in so many different books, but the back of a funeral home? I have
never been in, so it is . . . interesting to read and see what it is like.
Betty:

As a reader, did it gross you out? . . .

Hannah: Those parts are gross, but not as gross as . . . eating people. . . . When
[the mortician] was . . . describing the blood . . . that was gross. . . .
Betty:

So, if you took those little chunks of strange out of the texts? . . .

Hannah: If you took the strange stuff out, the book would be so boring, because it
would just be about life-and that is boring. You have to have the good stuff in
there. It's the monster part in these books that makes you want to keep reading .. .
With a gasoline bomb ready to ignite in the basement, and a back-up bomb in her
bedroom closet, Angela was ready to host the party. In addition to the football players and
cheerleaders (i.e., monsters), Jim invited Kevin to the party and, despite Angela's
objections, insisted that he stay. Before Angela could protest any further, Kevin was
knocked unconscious. After Angela was knocked out, Kathy and Todd's blood was
poured down her throat. Sometime later-and after another dream scene—Angela and Kevin
revived only to find that they had been locked in the basement:
Angela opened her eyes. . . . Her face was covered with gook; she could
feel its dried stickiness stretched as her skin flexed. Blood she thought.. . .
What had they done to her? Poured a gallon of blood down her throat while
she lay unconscious on her back? She had a horrible taste in her m o u th .. . . She
was going to have to eat something soon, or she was going to have to saw the top
of her head open. (Pike, 1992b, pp. 197-198)
Angela thought about her bomb. Since the fuse was missing, Angela knew that the
monsters suspected that she had not yet been compromised. After figuring out a way to
start a fire, Angela was determined to ignite the gasoline and destroy the monsters. In the
final moments, however, she did not have the strength to take her own life. Giving way to
desire, Angela's attention turned to Kevin:
He had never really turned her on before, and now she couldn't imagine
why not. .. . She felt the bump where he had hit the w a ll. . . Taking a deep
breath, she caressed the spot----- She withdrew the finger and licked it quickly
with her tongue. A drop of blood, a pinch of pleasure. She touched his small
wound again. She dug into it deeper this time, using her nails. .. .
"Kiss me," she said suddenly. . . .
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She grabbed him and pulled him closer. "Now." . . .
She nibbled on his lip a tiny bit. He tasted just fine in her book. . . .
She grabbed his head and pulled his lips onto hers. . . .
"Angie," he cried as he burst from her grasp. . . .
She tightened her grip on the back of his head.
"1 love you Kevin," she whispered. . . .
She snapped his head around as hard as she could.
She heard the bones in his neck crack. . . .
She opened her mouth and closed her eyes.
She started. Her mind left her. (Pike, 1992b, pp. 203-207)
Hannah: . . . [Kevin's] head was bleeding on the back and she tried to pry his
head open with her fingers to get more of his blood.
Betty:
W e ll. . . Kevin has always been attracted to her, rig h t. . . and she's
never really been attracted to him. What's happening in the basement between these
two? The author leaves the light on so that we can see it.
Hannah: She's . . . starting to like him . . . but she's j u s t . . . interested in his
bloo d.. .. She wanted to get him to kiss her so then she could drink his blood and
then kill him . . . and eat h im .. . . He doesn't understand her and he is trying to
comfort her, but he seems so d u m b .. . I mean wouldn't you suspect something if
you went to this place and they knocked you out and locked you in the basement
and a girl was biting you? . ..
Betty:
Her head was bruised, but there was no way that she could have bled that
much, and . . . where did all that blood come from? . . .
Hannah: Wasn't she wondering if they were pouring more blood down her throat
while she was asleep? . . . Maybe they stole that blood from . . . the funeral home
and then gave it to her to . . . finish changing h e r.. . . And maybe they are thinking
that if they get her to change all the way she won't want to try to kill them
anymore. . . .
Betty:

What about the dream ?

Hannah: I don't like when they tell about peoples' dreams . . . I hate stuff like
that, actually. The only thing [that] was kind of interesting [was that] she promised
herself that she'd never kill someone to get blood, but now' she h a s .. . . She gives
into eating people.
While Angela's party was underway, Nguyen stopped by the cemetery. When he
reached the graves of Todd and Kathy he heard a moaning coming from below.
"Save us, Lord Buddha," he whispered.
Nguyen leaned over and cocked his head above the grave of Todd G reen..
.. He had a fear . . . that a hand might reach up out of the soil and pull off his ear.
Tran Quan . . . collected the ears of the VC he had killed. Once Nguyen had seen
him cut off the ears of one of their own dead soldiers. Nguyen had always had a
thing about losing his own ear.
The moaning came again.
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"Jesus," Nguyen whispered. He always called upon both Buddha and
Jesus when things got really bad. . . .
"Stop," he screamed at the ground. . . .
The moan stopped.
Todd's corpse had heard and understood him. . . .
He had to see Angela Warner, human or not. . . . He realized he might have
to kill her. (Pike, 1992b, pp. 210-211)
Hannah: . . . [N guyen]. . . communicated with Todd and he is supposed to be
dead underground and he is moaning. . ..
Betty:
According to the Indian legend they have to blow off their h ead s.. . .
[Mary] blew off Kathy's head, but not Todd's. . . . Does that give you a thrill? .. .
The thought of somebody being buried alive?
Hannah: Yeah, it is kind of scary to think about, that he is still alive in his grave
when he is underground. . .. There was that green stuff growing in the blood . . .
but isn't their blood supposed to be drained out though? . . . .
Betty:
a bit.

Good question.. . . This lieutenant reflects back on his Nam years quite

Hannah: And that guy that cut off the ears of people and just collected th em .. . .
[Nguyen] was afraid of losing his ears or something.
Betty:
Um hum. That is why he didn't want to put his ear to the ground to see
if he could hear. . . . Yeah, but he was afraid.
Hannah: That [Todd] would grab it.
Betty:

What did you think of that part?

Hannah: That it was disgusting. . . .
Betty:
This character has reflected many . . . times back on his experiences in
the war. We have seen them kill and then rape a dead woman. . . . Now this guy is
cutting . . . human ears off the enem y.. . .
Hannah: I've heard of people from Vietnam going crazy—war syndrome or
whatever. I've heard .. . they keep remembering how bad it was and they can't
. . . go on with their lives. . . . They always have nightmares about it.........
Betty:

How did you leam [about Vietnam]?

Hannah: Well, like on Forest Gump . . . and I've seen . . . specials on it. . . .
Betty':
The author is bringing attention to this thing on ears. . . . I think it is just
interesting that he brought that into this book.
Hannah: Gross.

173

Once Angela had finished devouring Kevin, Jim invited her back into the party.
Noticing that she was a mess, he instructed her to take a shower. Dutif ully, Angela went to
her bathroom. While she was in the process of cleaning up, she noticed the bat amulet and
placed it around her neck. Suddenly she was repulsed by the thought of eating her friend,
Kevin:
Nausea swept over her, and she turned to the toilet and vomited red junk
that made her keep vomiting until there was nothing left in her g u ts...
"Kevin," she cried softly. (Pike, 1992b, p. 215)
Remembering the second gasoline bomb hidden in her closet, Angela searched her
drawers for a lighter. Not only did she find what she was looking for, she discovered a
hunting knife. Curious about what was taking her so long, Jim entered the room and
noticed Angela's amulet. During the moments of confusion, Angela stabbed the
"razor-sharp blade into the side of his neck" (Pike, 1992b, p. 219) and immobilized Jim
further, by kicking him in the groin.
Hannah: . . . When she was eating him . . . the KAtuu . . . takes over her body.
. . . Now she realizes how gross it all i s . . . . She put [the amulet] on and started to
rem em ber. .. what her plan was to kill them . . . and remembered that she had
another destiny. . . . She totally goes back to her old s e lf.. . It is so weird. . . . I
didn't think that she would kill Jim . . . I mean, she knows that he's a monster and
everything . . . but she liked him so much. I didn't know if she would like really
attack him. I thought she would blow him up with the thing with everybody else. 1
d id n 't. . . think that she would attack him when they were alone . . . . [A knife]
. . . in his neck.
Betty:
And to make him more helpless, she kicked him. . . . I was shocked to
read that weren't you? . . .
Hannah: Not really.. . . She is finally going on with her little plan.
Betty:

Oh yeah, she is being very aggressive.

Hannah: So? She has to do whatever she has to do to get him to stay down on the
ground . . . and I think she was so mad at him . . . that she just thought it would be
a good place to kick him. . . .
Betty:
Well, he brought Kevin to the party knowing that she was going to end
up eating him and then he doused her with all of that blood . . . so she would
transform even faster. . . .
Hannah: Yuck. . . .
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With more monsters coming up the stairs, Angela quickly "flipped her Bic" (Pike,
1992b, p. 220) and offered Jim her final farewell. With the fuse lit, Angela ran to the
balcony and was thrown over the railing by the impact of the blast. Lieutenant Nguyen
witnessed the three-part explosion from a distance. He also thought that he saw a winged
creature hovering over Point Lake.
Hannah: . . . She breaks some of the gasoline bottles and lights the thing and then
it starts on fire and [the blast]. . . throws her out over the lake.
Betty:

And she is hovering.

Hannah: That would be the weirdest feeling . . . to have a blast that just sends you
flying through the air.
Betty:
I was just trying to imagine a time I felt a blast, but it wasn't from an
explosion . . . it was from words. . . . I could feel the impact.
Hannah: I know what you mean. . . . I don't know if I told you about that kid in
our grade . . . his dad died. When I heard it, it was like my heart stopped. . . .
Everybody was quiet and nobody could believe it. . . . I started crying .. . because
it was . . . so scary. . . .
Betty:
You read all of these books and they all have so much death in them and
they don't really bother you . . . or prepare you for the real thing.
Hannah: You read them and you get used to th em .. . . In the books you just blow
it o f f .. . . But in real life, if it is something that really . . . affects your life ,. ..
you can't just put the book down and stop reading . . . because it has
happened. . . .
As for the community, in the aftermath of the deaths of the football team and
cheerleading squad the town had lost its reason for being. The nearby oil wells were
mysteriously set on fire and the leakage caused "irreparable" damage to the water (and the
economy). The school was closed—the people moved away.
Nguyen and his adopted dog, Plastic, spent their last weeks in the community
surveying the woods in the Point Lake area noting the increasing numbers of dead deer.
Angela completed her transformation to KAtuu. The author offered this final description:
High in a nearby tree red eyes watched the man and the animal depart.. . .
The creature raised a purple talon to touch the figure at the end of the gold
chain that hung around its wrinkled neck, then resettled its leathery wings on the
thick branch where it sat. It did not understand why it did this when it spotted
human beings. . . . It had no memory' at all . . .
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There was something wrong about killing humans. . . . It could remember
that much. People were not for eating. (Pike, 1992b, p. 229)
Betty:

Is that a sad face?

Hannah: It is not sad, but it is just weird. . . . I was expecting something big . . .
to happen, but I kind of wasn't in a way. I don't know why, I just wasn't.
Betty:

Was th a t. . . too much?

Hannah: No, but everybody is m oving.. . . I think that the whole town should
have blown up. It would have been better. And Angela could have died. It would
have been better.
Betty:

And you wanted everything to return to normal.

Hannah: Yeah, well, now I want everything to just blow up. . . . I just want
everything to just go away now.
Betty:

Well, poor Nguyen has to back into that cemetery.

Hannah: He has to?
Betty:
Remember? He said he has to go and take care of whatever is living in
Todd's grave?
Hannah: Oh yeah. . . .
Betty':
What did you think about Angela turning into this monster with purple
claws and no memory? . . .
Hannah: I K ' >f thought she would change all the way but I didn't want her to ..
. . And now sue is the last o n e .. . . And she was just this innocent person in the
story. . . .
Betty:

But was she that innocent?

Hannah: Yeah. I think so. . . . She knew what she was getting herself into, so in
that way she wasn't, but she just kind of got pulled into i t . . . . She is all by herself
now . . . and she can't communicate with people or do anything. All she does is
kill deer and eat them. . . .
Betty:
Yeah. That is just too bad to see that happen to Angela. I hate to see that
happen to the—
Hannah: Main character? I think she just should have stayed there and married the
detective.
Betty:

Married the detective?

Hannah: Yeah. I don't know why.
Betty':

That's interesting.
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Hannah: I don't know why. . . .
Before closing this chapter, it should be added that there were two conversations
with Hannah that provided insight into her interpretation of the text that occurred outside of
the regular response sessions. The first conversation took place following our third
session as we were leaving the student union. Hannah noticed three dark-haired,
dark-skinned boys running through the parking lot. In reference to the boys, Hannah
remarked, "They're bad." When I asked how she could tell, Hannah replied, "You just
can." Hannah went on to explain that, although she didn't know these boys, they were a
part of the "Mexican Mafia" that operated on the east side of town. According to the stories
that had been circulating at school, the group was involved in theft, drug trafficking, and
had been known to make threatening remarks to members of the white community. At the
time, I was unsure of whether this information would be useful to my research.
Nevertheless, when I returned home, I noted this conversation in my journal.
The second conversation occurred over the telephone. Hannah had used the term
"outcasts" in her response to the text. After reviewing the data, I wanted to have Hannah
clarify this reference, so I called her at home and asked for an extended interpretation.
While we were talking, I asked Hannah if "nerds" would be considered as "outcasts."
While providing her interpretation of a nerd, I jotted notes of the conversation.
Hannah: Nerds? Um, oh my gosh. That is a person who a lot of people don't
like. They're dorky looking and sort of social outcasts. People pick on them a lot.
Betty:

Why?

Hannah: I don't know. People just decided to pick on them. . . . They dress
really dorky and usually they come from poor families so they can't afford nice
clothes. They wear cheaper clothes.. . . Some get good grades and some never do
anything, but they are really into school and other school stuff too. . . . They're
outspoken on certain things . . . and stick together in their little circle of friends.
While I had Hannah on the phone, I asked her to tell me about "normal people," an
expression that she had used quite often.
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Hannah: Normal people are people who don't get teased. They just don't like
stand out from everybody else. . . . They probably just go along with whatever,
and not be outspoken, and not always get good grades, and not dress crappie. . . .
Sort of "be there," but don't really stand out or don't have something, a
characteristic, that sets you apart.
Betty:

Is that good?

Hannah: Compared to a nerd? Yeah, probably.
When asked, Hannah remarked that she considered herself "normal." With respect
to the text, Hannah stated that Angela Warner would have been considered a normal
person. Before we closed out conversation, I read my notes to Hannah. She confirmed
that I had accurately reconstructed the conversation.

CHAPTER VIII
ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATION OF DATA
This chapter offers an analysis and interpretation of the data generated by the
responses of each of four adolescent readers to a young adult horror novel. The section
reconstructs the reading experience with respect to race, class, gender, and sexuality to
allow for a critical reading of the data. The chapter also provides insight into the notion of
ideological socialization as it pertains to this inquiry.
Through an examination of the readers' responses, the following sections explore if
and how young adult horror fiction operates to perpetuate social inequality by way of
ideological socialization. This argument calls for an examination of data with regard to the
following questions: Does the ideological content of the texts support dominant views? Do
the social or cultural understandings that the readers brought to the reading impact their
interpretations of the text? And to what extent does young adult horror fiction seem to
effect or shape readers' views? Through the predetermined categories of race, class,
gender, and sexuality, the political aspects of this argument can be examined.
Race: An Invisible Dimension in Young Adult Horror Fiction
Young adult horror fiction presents the adolescent social world as a monoculture
consisting primarily of the "Great Britain-type" of people. When minority groups are
represented, they appear in roles that exist outside of the social arena, their characterizations
simplified—reduced to a stereotype. Is the exclusion of minority representation consistent
with the readers' perceptions of their social world? Would a more accurate representation
of minority groups diminish the reading experience in some way? Or would the presence
minorities in less-than-stereotypical roles take away from the notions that the dominant
group members hold in their heads about "Others" and therefore subvert the political fabric
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of the texts? Starting this section with an examination of the readers' responses to that
which is not there may seem peculiar, but the questions raised are worth considering.
Violence From Within
When the readers of young adult horror fiction come to the text, it is with the
expectation that they will be offered a host of grizzly acts. Decapitation, death by fire,
death by overdose, death by hanging, and cannibalism are the kinds of events that readers
anticipate. The perpetrators of such acts, however, must remain in question until the
closing chapters of the texts. In consideration of the following narratives that link violent
acts with the presence of minorities, violence coming from within the monoculture may be
a way for the formula to keep its readers in suspense.
In real life, Paige had lived in what she perceived to be a quiet suburb of an eastern
city, a place where violent acts "just couldn't happen." One night a person was beaten and
murdered in her neighborhood. Although it was never directly stated, Paige associated the
increasing incidents of violence in her community with the influx of Arab groups. For
example, her statement with regard to the changing school climate, "some of them are
friends with people like us, but some of them aren't," followed by a description of a fight,
"Arabic kids against white kids," suggests that Paige is buying into a system of ideological
essentialization or dualism (i.e., "us" and "them") rooted in racial identification with those
who are not like us posing a threat to an otherwise peaceful ordering.
Petree was more articulate, and more aware that her comments appeared racist,
when expressing her thoughts on the connection between race and violence. Based on
prior experience, Petree resorted to a binary system to explain the difference between the
Great Britain-types of people (i.e., white, Caucasian) and those of different ethnic
backgrounds. To illustrate her point, Petree referred to a community where she lived prior
to moving to Wheaton. According to Petree, the town was split in half; the north end of
town was the good side of town, and the south end was the bad side. From Petree's
perspective, white Caucasians occupied the good side of town. They read about local
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violence in the newspapers, but it had no direct bearing on their lives. These good citizens
were not accustomed to deceiving or stealing. In addition, they attended church and
believed in God. Whereas, the "Others" (i.e., Blacks, Mexicans, Latinos, and Hispanics)
lived on the bad side of town that was characterized by violence and drive-by shootings.
As a means of economic production, they resorted to stealing and deceiving. The people
on the south end, according to Petree, neither believed in God nor attended church.
Moving closer to home, Hannah interpreted the rumors of a "Mexican Mafia"
operating on the east side of the river as a threat to the security of her community. Hannah
didn't know the boys personally, but she had heard rumors concerning the Hispanic
residents located on the east side and offered detailed accounts of drug dealings, theft, and
threats of violence against whites.
The readers' association of ethnic difference and violence with respect to young
adult horror fiction becomes political when one considers the roles that minority characters
could occupy in the social spheres of the texts. If minority characters were to appear in a
way consistent with the readers' perceptions, it would take away from the unexpected; a
minority character would predictably surface as the perpetuator of violence, ruining the
anticipated twist that readers have come to enjoy. If minority characters were present and
active members of the social community (e.g., a boyfriend, a girlfriend, a cheerleader), but
were not responsible for the acts of violence, it would challenge an ideology that the
readers appear to accept without examination: There is a relationship between the presence
of minority groups in a community and violence. There is a third role that a minority
character could occupy in the social sphere: the victim. Although this anomaly would
satisfy the readers' longing for a twist, it would risk complicating the text with unpopular
political notions that run counter to the mythology of many dominant group members. The
solution to the dilemma surrounding minority representation appears to be an exclusionary
one; minority characters remain at a comfortable distance from the social world as presented
in young adult horror fiction. The horror, therefore, must come from within.
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When Race Is Rendered Visible
One of the four texts, Monster (Pike, 1992b), had three characters that represented
minority groups: Lieutenant Nguyen, Shining Feather, and his great-great-granddaughter.
Nguyen, the tough-guy Vietnamese officer, flashed back on his years in Vietnam to reveal
atrocities committed by a Vietnamese soldier which included the rape of a murdered female
and the collection of ears as souvenirs. Where Nguyen becomes stereotypically comic is in
his call to the Lord Buddha and Jesus for support. Undermining the religious convictions
of "Others" is ethnocentric, if not clearly racist; while the soldier responsible for acts
against humanity was identified as an Other (i.e., Vietnamese, not American). Shining
Feather, although knowledgeable of tribal culture, was placed in front of a fuzzy TV in the
back of a messy, impoverished, souvenir shop. His great-great-granddaughter was
portrayed as fat, cheap, and dishonest. This kind of minority representation not only
reinforces the stereotypes that dominant group readers often believe to be true, it places
them outside of their social w orld-a place reserved for "Others." Unfortunately, this
stereotyping finds its reality rooted in the social worlds of the readers.
Petree and Paige attend a middle school that is overwhelmingly Euro-American (of
a school population of approximately 400 students, 20 are regarded as having minority
status). Paige acknowledged that some students in her school "disliked the Indian kids."
With respect to a new Native American student, Paige commented that he "looked the most
Indian." He wore his dark hair in a ponytail and smelled bad. According to Paige, he
hung around with kids who stole, got drunk, and caused trouble at school.
Paige reasoned that if this student wanted to get along he would have to hang
around with different people. Her solution became problematic upon examination.
According to Paige, his affiliation with the troublesome group began when he first entered
the school and sat next to one of its members. At this point in the conversation, Paige
stated that who you become friends with is determined by the positioning that occurs on the
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first days of attendance. When asked what would have happened if he had sat next to her,
Paige quickly added a qualifier to her statement: "You sit by people who look like you."
This suggests that a regulatory system was in operation at the time of his arrival that
was understood by both the dominant and subordinate group members. This invisible
social barrier serves both to protect dominant members from an outside intrusion and to
guarantee subordinate members a place to find acceptance. Dominant members actively
regulate this system, in part, through the power of determination. Paige, for example,
could "tell just by looking at him that he was going to be a bad kid." Then Paige added a
transcendental or intuitive capacity that supported her efforts: "I can just sense when
people are going to be like that."
Petree also referred to the Native American student who had recently transferred to
Prairie Middle School. As for other minority students, Petree could only recall the
presence of two Afro-Americans and was unsure whether a fourth student was Native
American or Mexican. This raises more questions. Have the remaining 16 minority
students who attend Prairie Middle School assimilated to the point that they are free of
cultural distinctions? Are they transparent unless they are causing trouble or meeting the
negative expectations of dominant group members? Or are they so far removed from
Petree's social world that they have not had the opportunity to intersect?
The Politics of Exclusion: A Comment From the Margins
On the basis of data generated by this study, the questions that readers asked were
usually plot related. Unless I pressed the issue, not one of the readers questioned—much
less was disturbed by -th e "whites only" reading experience. Both text and reader may
share in the responsibility for this less-than-real-life engagement.
As characters are introduced into the texts, the author establishes a means for
like-me/not like-me identification by describing physical appearances of main characters
that suggest an Euro-American descent. If minority characters appeared in the texts, their
descriptions conjured stereotypical images and their points of entry and characterizations
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were controlled in a way that would not upset the status quo. For example, it was from
Angela Warner, a dominant group member, that the stereotypical account of Native
Americans appeared in Pike's ( 1992b) Monster. Although Hannah considered that the
representations from a Native American perspective might be disturbing, she did not
comment on the images until questioned.
In addition to discursive practices, exclusionary methods were employed.
Excluding minority characters from the social worlds of texts could be interpreted as an
effective means for dealing with a potentially political issue that may otherwise be a point of
resistance for dominant group readers (i.e., minority characters surfacing as the horror
figures, therefore ruining the element of surprise, minority characters entering into the
social scripts as one of the group, or minority characters as the victims of violence in a
white society).
Given the social and cultural baggage that readers carried to the reading (i.e.,
linking minorities to violent acts and interpreting minority members in their social worlds in
stereotypical terms), the treatment of minorities in young adult horror fiction does not
constitute a source of racist production, rather it reflects the centered ideology that readers
brought to the text (i.e., an "us" and "them" essentialization based on prior experience and
a belief system stemming from their social and cultural knowledge). It could be stated,
however, that the texts do not challenge dominant ideologies through their representations
of minorities—or the lack thereof.
In a sense, discursive and exclusionary practices produce an insulating quality.
During this pleasurable reading event, dominant group members are protected from the
reality of living in a complex, multicultural society where stereotypes and generalizations
dispel to myth. As a result, white readers are free to enjoy—at least with regard to race-an
unproblematized reading.
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Social Class and the Question of Values
Although 1 thought I had a great deal of variation within my sample of readers,
there seemed to be something strangely monotonous in the response of the readers when
social class became the issue. Each reader was able to describe the class structure that
existed in her social setting using both economic and value-laden terms. With minor
variations in the descriptive categories, the social world was broken into like groups.
Group membership was determined, in part, by the economic status of the family, but
values, dress, attitudes, and social practices were also factors. When the characters of
young adult horror fiction were hypothetically interjected into the social strata of the
readers, it made for fascinating speculation.
Big, Rich. Popular People, Football Players, and Cheerleaders
Several characters in the texts read for the study were identified by the readers as
having top-group status. These include Alexa Cloze and Lisa Bamscull, the drug-dealing
cheerleaders in Pike's (1991) Die Softly; Jim Kline, the handsome, wealthy quarterback in
Monster (Pike, 1992b); his linebacker, Todd Green; and the team's sexually active head
cheerleader, Kathy Baker. In Chain Letter 2: The Ancient Evil (Pike, 1992a), Brenda
Paxson, the popular and vain-but financially restricted-working class girl, was the only
character to be singled out by the reader as top group material. What makes this list
interesting is that all of these characters were responsible for violent acts that occurred in
the texts. (It should be noted, however, that Brenda's contribution to the horror was the
self desecration of her own body).
Three non-cheerleading female characters were products of weal thy families but did
not make the readers' top group list. These characters were Mary Blanc of Monster (Pike,
1992b), Alison Parker of Chain Letter 2: The Ancient Evil (Pike, 1992a), and Shan Cooper
of Remember Me (Pike, 1989). Based on these distinctions, it appears that money alone
does not determine top-group status. There is also the question of values.
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There is a certain social status that comes with being a name-brand kid. According
to Hannah, whether you were dumb, smart, nice, or mean, if your parents were wealthy or
well-known, popularity was nearly guaranteed. This ranking translated into advantage on
the social scene; whether male or female, money and family name provided the sense of
security needed for adolescents to enter into social situations with confidence. This became
evident when Hannah interpreted the romantic relationships involving Jim Kline in class
terms.
Jim Kline and Mary Blanc were both from wealthy, well-established families in the
Point Lake community. Both characters were described as attractive and popular.
According to Hannah, Mary's social position and attractiveness placed her in a strong
bargaining position. Mary had the power to choose. Angela Warner, in contrast, lacked
the resources (money, clothes, and attractiveness) necessary to obtain preferred status.
Hannah viewed Angela's social standing as a disadvantage in her relationship with Jim.
Hannah concluded, "Mary would deserve somebody like [Jim] more because that is . . .
the class of people that she hangs out with." Whereas Angela would "wonder why [Jim]
would choose her over some cheerleader or something."
The class-based regulatory system that served to filter Hannah's reading experience
appears to be in operation at Jefferson Middle School. Even though Hannah does not have
access to popularity through money or social standing, by understanding the system she
has managed to earn a position near the top. Weekend baby-sitting and delivering
newspapers keep Hannah in name brand shirts, Nike shoes, and Lucky jeans. Complying
to the top group dress codes has made it possible for Hannah to gain limited access. This
means that she is able to talk to people in the upper group at school. Her privilege,
however, does not extend to include weekend activities. When asked about resistance to
this system, Hannah replied, "It is just the way it is."
During her response to the reading, Hannah did not question Jim, Todd, or Kathy's
popular placement. Although the author presented Mary as among the rich and popular, by
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the end of the text, Hannah made an adjustment in Mary Blanc's social positioning. This
was substantiated in the following remark: "You could be really rich and just be like Mary'
. . . the average person."
When Paige decided that Alison Parker was more like the people in the middle
group, her reasoning was that Alison cared about others. This repositioning appears to be
based on her view of social stratification. Paige was somewhat perplexed by the notion of
popularity in her school. She didn't understand why "the rich kids" . . . the "big, popular
people" enjoyed positions of social privilege. Based on her observations, this group didn't
appear to be very responsible. They would skip school, get drunk, tell stories about their
sexual exploits, and fraternize with poor kids to gain access to drugs. Although Alison had
money, she did not share the values or social practices that Paige associated with
membership in the top group. Alison's concern for Fran Darey's safety and her
willingness to sacrifice her life in an attempt to save Tony Hunt struck Paige as being more
like middle-group members. Paige's solution to this contradiction was to pull Alison into
the middle group, despite her wealth, where, according to the reader, group members were
responsible, cared about themselves and others, took an interest in school, and kept an eye
on the future.
Although Petree thought that the lives of the wealthy should be "perfect," the texts
served as a reminder that this was not always the case. Alexa Cloze and Lisa Bamscull, for
example, lived in a wealthy neighborhood and enjoyed popular group status in school.
Initially, Petree liked Alexa as a character. Petree commented that Alexa didn't seem like
the kind of girl who would smoke cigarettes, and the reader was impressed by the fact that
Alexa talked nicely to Herb even though he was not a member of her popular group. Petree
did not find Lisa as likable, however; she described her as bossy and controlling. At one
point in our discussion, Petree constructed a conversation that would have taken place
between Alexa and herself. According to her scenario, they would gossip about Lisa's
controlling nature.
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Working under the assumption that she and Alexa shared similar values, Petree
stated that if Alexa were to materialize in Prairie Middle School, they would probably be
friends. Even statements like "Nothing is going to slow me down" were interpreted by
Petree as a highly motivated Alexa Cloze, a girl thinking about her future and about having
fun with popular friends. When Alexa started making sexual advances toward Herb and
suggested that she tie him to the bed, Petree starting sensing a "slutty" side to Alexa.
Petree began to distance herself from the questionable character. By the end of the text,
Petree had dissolved their relationship: Alexa was evil, corrupt, vengeful, cold, uncaring,
and thought the "world of herself."
With respect to social class, the conflict for Petree came with the recognition that the
social elites in the text were dealing drugs, using their sexuality to manipulate boys into
stealing for them, and murdering their friends in order to protect their interests. Given her
commentary that linked the upper and middle classes with good values, and the lower
social orders with violence and theft, Petree needed a solution. To resolve the
contradictions in her beliefs about the relationship between social class and values, Petree
offered a class-value system of categorization that allowed for the Alexa/Lisa dilemma
without threatening the integrity of the class structure itself. The category that Petree added
served this dual purpose was upper-class economically with low-class values.
Perhaps it is this dual system that Petree sees operating at Prairie Middle School.
During our final conversation, Petree stated that she was mean at times but not as mean as
"the snobs in school." She went on to add, "In a life and death situation, if they were
hanging on the edge of a cliff, I would help them. . .. The next day . . . they wouldn't
even remember my name. But if I was hanging off a cliff they would be like, 'Who is
gonna help her?' Not me."
Despite Petree's attempt to oversimplify the relationship between social class and
values, there is evidence to suggest that she is becoming aware that real life is more
puzzling. A crack in Petree's class-value synopsis occurred, for example, during her
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commentary on incest. When asked if she would consider incest an upper-class problem,
as it appeared in the text, Petree's response reflected depth and understanding: "I think
maybe it happens everywhere, but when it gets into the middle and upper class, people are
better at hiding it because of their dignity and reputations." In this circumstance, Petree
made no attempt to apply her upper-class-with-low-class-values system to explain why Mr.
Cloze was raping his daughter.
T iffs response, with respect to social class, took on an interesting dimension due
to her experience. The Air Force, from T iffs perspective, has an equalizing effect on
money-based class systems; as a result, everyone in her school comes from families that
have access to approximately the same amount of resources. As a consequence, T iffs
system is missing upper and lower socio-economic groups.
The preppy group is as high as the social ladder extends in the base school, and the
snobs—although preppies—occupy the highest locations of the otherwise all-middle matrix.
The significance of this lack of stratification based on financial resources is evident in T iffs
interpretation of the text. Wealthy characters who received sports cars for birthday gifts
and bought diamond earrings as birthday presents for their friends (i.e., Shari and Daniel)
were not granted top group status. These characters, whom Tiff found highly desirable,
were cast into the same group as the reader: the preppies. Although placing characters
who live in mansions in the same group as the preppies who buy their clothing at Wal-Mart
may seem like a stretch, but from her experience, Tiff had a limited number of groups to
choose. On the other hand, T iffs grouping may suggest a like-me reader identification
with respect to favorable characters.
Nerds and Dorks
Each of the readers described a marginalized group in their social systems who
were closely observed and strictly regulated: the dorks and nerds. As exchangeable terms,
this "named" affiliation, assigned by the dominant group, serves to fix their location on the
social matrix. Since Paige is reasonably certain that "every school has them," the label also
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provides a means for universal identification (e.g., from one school or community to the
next). Economic status, although a factor, did not seem to be the common denominator for
the nerds and dorks. Difference was determined on more subjective criteria.
Paige discussed a social category that she referred to as the "dorks" to describe a
group of adolescents who, whether smart or dumb, liked school, talked to teachers, and
didn't have a life. When asked if that was a name that she had assigned, Paige responded,
"That is what everybody calls them and they don't even really care that much." Tiff made
reference to the "nerds" at her school. According to Tiff, the nerds could be easily
identified because they failed to dress according to the established norms. Their tight
high-water jeans and dirty white tops (although they sometimes wore cool tops) set them
apart from the baggy jean groups. In her description, Tiff stated that the nerds enjoyed
school, talked in class, and stuck to their own when it came to developing friendships or
romantic relationships: "Nobody goes after [nerdy boys] except the nerdy girls." During
one of our response sessions, Hannah referred to the "outcasts" when discussing the
problematic nature of socialization. In a later conversation, Hannah used the term again to
describe a group called the "nerds" who weren't, according to the reader, well liked.
Hannah stated that the members of this "little circle of friends" were dorky looking, wore
cheaper clothing (often because they came from poor families), were outspoken on certain
issues, expressed an interest in school and related activities, and, worst of all, they stood
out.
There is an interesting contradiction in the readers' commentaries—a contradiction
that suggests agency on the part of both the dominant group and on the part of the dorks
and nerds. This became evident when Tiff was asked if the nerds could sit at her table
during lunch. Tiff responded, "I don't know. It has never happened before." Then Tiff
added, "They don't really like us all that much." This implies that the nerds and dorks
have, to some degree, positioned themselves outside of the dominant sphere. The
contradiction continues as the readers suggested that nerds and dorks weren't well liked or
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that nobody, except members of their group, socialized with them. This group of nerds
and dorks appears to enjoy life without the sanction of the dominant group. They enjoy
school; they talk to their teachers; they do not hold themselves to the dress codes of the
dominant group; and they have developed close friendships within their group. From the
perspective of dominant group members, who go to lengthy means to maintain likeness and
avoid standing out, this "We would prefer to do our own thing" attitude must be
perplexing. It may also explain why the nerds and dorks did not find their labels
objectionable.
In the texts, I noted three characters who fit nicely into the nerd/dork category as
constructed by the readers: Fran Darey, Herb Trasker, and Kevin Christopher. Fran was
academically oriented and wanted to change the world. If it hadn't been for Fran's
association with Alison Parker, Paige considered the possibility that she might have been a
dork. The unattractive Herb Trasker was gifted in photography, rather than athletics, and
showed a great deal of emotion at the scene of Lisa's accident. Given his characterization,
Petree used the words "nerdy" and "gawky" as his descriptors. Kevin, the computer whiz,
seemed really smart and not the type, from Hannah's perspective, to hang around with the
school's football players and cheerleaders. All three characters dared to dream of dating
members of the dominant group. Not only were they unsuccessful in their bids to present
themselves as romantically desirable human subjects, all three characters experienced
violent deaths by the end of the texts.
The readers were somewhat unresponsive when Fran, Herb, and Kevin died. For
Paige, Fran's decapitation was "funny." Although unprepared for Herb's death, Petree
concluded that "If Fitzsimmons would have come in at the last minute and saved Herb, and
Alexa would have gone to ja i l ,. . . well, 'bla, bla, bla,' I think this was better." In
response to Kevin being devoured, Hannah appeared more upset by the fact that Angela
had given "in to eating people," after a vow that she wouldn't, than by the loss of the
character.
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If the girls had responded with equal amounts of complacency to the fates of all
characters found in the texts, their responses would have been unremarkable. This was not
the case. When Paige thought that Alison Parker was dead, she "didn't know what to
think." Hannah also had a problem dealing with the loss of some of her favorite
characters. The gruesome hanging of Mary Blanc, for example, struck Hannah as being
undignified: "like some dead animal in the middle of the road;" and the fate of Angela
Warner (a winged, leathery creature with purple talons, no memory, and unable to
communicate) set off a wave of despair. "I think that the whole town should have blown
up. It would have been better. And Angela could have died. It would have been better.
. . . I just want everything to go away now." Perhaps it is as Paige suggested, "Those
characters [like Fran, Herb, and Kevin] are supposed to die," whereas the characters
viewed by readers as "perfect throughout everything" are deserving of better treatment.
Free Radicals and Alternative Groups
In the complex social world of young adults, there are those who either do not want
to participate in the dominant group experience or have resigned themselves to a separate
status. Several examples were offered by readers. Hannah mentioned a boy who came to
school with an unusual haircut. After describing his hair, Hannah stated, "People have
never seen anything like that before, so people don't really want to hang out with h im .. ..
They don't know what his personality is like." When someone who does not fit the
dominant norm—but is clearly not a nerd-enters into a system, there are alternative groups
in operation that are fairly easy to identify. The readers mentioned these alternative groups
in their discussions of the texts.
Petree, for example, commented on a group of students in her school who
established their identify by wearing black, smoking cigarettes, and engaging in a tough
discourse. Sammie Smith, Petree reasoned, would be a candidate for this group. Tiff
spoke of Jackson's friends as an alternative to the dominant group at the base school.
According to the reader, this group was set apart by the use of a common vernacular, a
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devotion to hard-rap music, getting into trouble at school, being cruel to nerds, and having
an attitude that made dominant group members want to remain on their good side.
Although dress and discourse seem to be important aspects of standing apart, as Hannah
pointed out, alternative groups could also organize around a shared social practice such as
drug use: "If you wanna get stoned on weekends, it doesn't matter what you look like,
you just go with that group."
Given her description, Joan Zuchlensky, the "gorgeously gross" (Pike, 1992a,
p. 42), leather-clad, platinum blonde who punched out Tony's car lights when she was
drunk, probably qualified for membership in an alternative group. Although Paige never
specifically placed Joan into her social world (possibly because I forgot to mention her at
that point in the conversation), Paige was quick to determine that she was definitely not
"normal."
Tiff, in contrast, has established a comfortable relationship with the alternative
group in her school. Perhaps as a result of her association with Jackson's group, Tiff was
comfortable placing Jo Foulton, based primarily on her spiritual interests, and Jeff Nichols,
the unsociable, cigarette smoking teenager who verbally bashed Shari and didn't care what
others thought of him, into alternative groups. As Tiff began to cast Jeff in a more
favorable light, these placements came without negative connotations.
People Who Don't Have Any Money
When asked about the students from poor families, Paige replied, "They are the
kids who are either not noticed at all, or they are the kids that get in trouble every single
day." In Hannah's experience, "The people who don't have any money . . . hang out
together." She went on to explain, "If your family doesn't have a lot of money and you
have trashy clothes, then you are probably not going to have a lot of friends . . . because
people will just think you are, 'Ugh,' gross or something."
Nevertheless, there appeared to be some connections between members of low
socio-economic status and members of the top group. This notion grew primarily from
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Paige's remarks concerning the poor kids in school: "They often go together and they do
the same stuff as the popular people do" (i.e., skip school, drink, lie, use drugs, and
engage in casual sex). Furthermore, Paige noted that these groups, the upper and lower,
seemed to intermingle. The explanation that Paige offered for this association was that
top-group members needed access to drugs and alcohol and were willing to cross social
boundaries in order to fill their shopping lists.
This crossing, the intermingling of the rich and less economically advantaged,
seemed to cause Paige a degree of dissonance. As a voyeur (i.e., "I mean it is easy for me
to view what they do because I am just in the middle and I can just watch what everybody
does and overhear conversations"), as opposed to an active participant, Paige appeared
limited in her understanding of how this crossing worked. In the case of Alexa and Lisa
fraternizing with Roger, Stephen, and Herb, Petree stated, "Everything had a catch," and,
like Paige, interpreted the catch as the lower group is being used.
According to Petree, Herb Trasker's initial connection to the social elite, Alexa
Cloze, enhanced his self-image: "He started thinking that he really was somebody worth
being"; but as Herb came to realize that he was "just another obstacle,. . . he started
figuring out that he really was a loser." Despite his nerdiness and naivete, by the end of the
text, Herb was held in high regard by Petree; he was a "big hero" on a "quest for the truth."
Given the reader's knowledge of Herb's run-down house, family structure, and low
economic status, Petree could have justifiably placed Herb in a low-class economic group.
However, this kind of placement would have been inconsistent with her beliefs concerning
the values of lower strata. Once again, Petree adjusted the categories to make way for
Herb. Her new classification was "middle classed but having trouble."
Amanda Parish seemed to be an anomaly. Tiff found it difficult to group Amanda
Pansh-Cooper. This was understandable. Amanda was raised in a lower middle-class,
single-parent family (a description offered by the author), but she was actually the
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biological product of wealthy parents. Given Tiff's thoughts on bloodlines (i.e., "they are
of the same blood so they are equal"), Amanda would not be an easy fit.
Normal, Content People and Preppies
By the end of the data collection, it became apparent that all four readers considered
themselves members of a middle group and regarded this positioning quite favorably. As
Petree stated, the people in the middle are fairly content. The values, dress, and social
practices of the middle group were not only attractive to the girls, but the benefits that came
with full membership seemed also worth protecting. As a consequence, the members
served as regulatory agents continuously monitoring the social world to ensure a uniform
standard of quality. In like narratives, the readers seemed to capture the essence of the
middle experience.
According to Paige, the people in the middle were popular but not in the same way
as members of the top group. Being responsible, doing well in school, dressing "normal,"
and avoiding what she perceived to be negative social practices (e.g., smoking, drinking,
lying, and sexual activity without commitment) were requisite for middle-group
participation.
Middle-group membership required a great deal of balancing, and nowhere was this
more evident than in the readers' commentaries regarding academic standing. With
attending college as an important piece of the long range plan, graduating from high school
with decent grades, but short of stellar, required in-the-middle academic performance. If
group members appeared to actually like school or their teachers, or contribute too much in
class, they might be misconstrued as nerds or dorks. On the other hand, lack of academic
success could jeopardize their chances for completing a pattern which included a college
education. To remain in good group standing then, middle group members had to monitor
their level of achievement and their amount of class participation. When there was any
question regarding thoughts on school, adding qualifiers such as "and I don't really like
school" quickly dispels any notion that might be wrongly interpreted as motivated to learn.
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Another incentive for doing well in school that had more immediate consequences was due
to pressure from home. As Tiff pointed out, falling short of parental expectations for
school achievement might lead to the temporary suspension of social privileges.
Although the adolescent social experience provides the impetus for the texts,
academic achievement was often mentioned. In Chain Letter 2: The Ancient Evil (Pike,
1992a), for example, nearly all of the characters were described in academic terms, despite
the fact that the action took place outside of the school setting. This was understandable for
Alison Parker, whose academic positioning was relevant to the plot. Alison's success in
drama had provided an opportunity for advancement that caused tension in her relationship
with Tony Hunt. By the end of the text, it seemed apparent to the reader that Alison's
academic aspirations had been held in check by her romantic investments. Interestingly,
Kipp, Fran, and Brenda were also described in terms of school achievement, but the
information did not seem to have a direct bearing on the action in the story. Assigning a
type of student status to characters seems to provide a means for identification that allows
readers to sift and sort the cast of characters: possible dork, possible candidate for top
group, definitely middle-group material.
If you want to be a part of the middle group, conformity is paramount. Maintaining
a code for dress, mainly through agreed upon name-brand articles, wearing make-up in the
right way, and having norm approved haircuts serve as a means for quality control.
Finding and maintaining the middle ground in an ever shifting world of fashion require a
great deal of effort. It is time and money well spent, however, for lagging behind or
appearing too cutting-edge could have negative social consequences. Paige, for example,
determined that Joan Zuchlensky did not dress according to the norms (i.e., the way that
normal people dressed). When asked who dresses normal, Paige mentioned Alison
Parker. What made Paige's comment particularly interesting is that the only time that the
author described what Alison was wearing was when she was wrapped in a pink bath
towel. This suggests that Paige dressed Alison in clothing that she perceived as normal
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based on her knowledge of the character. Considering Alison a normal person, Paige
assumed that she would dress in clothing consistent with the vision of normalcy.
Regulatory practices are used to maintain the integrity of the group and protect the
status quo. At both Jefferson and Prairie middle schools, exclusionary practices by middle
regulatory agents were used to keep "Others" at bay. For example, the boy with the weird
hair cut was obviously not intending to participate in the middle experience. If that had
been his aspiration, he would not have set himself apart by defying the normative dress
code. As a result of this deviation, avoidance practices went into effect: "People are trying
to stay away from him." On the other hand, Bobbi, whom Petree described as having
insufficient clothing, wearing her make-up all wrong, and having an outdated hairdo, may
have been struggling for middle-group acceptance; otherwise, I doubt whether she would
have joined Petree's table for lunch on the day that an invitation was extended. To
discourage this type of intrusion, Petree resorted to an erasure technique: "I just pretended
like she wasn't there."
Although the middle group operates at a slightly lower social level—due primarily to
fewer financial resources to draw upon or the lack of a prestigious family name—they
appear to be in relatively good standing with the top group. As Paige remarked, "They
don't pick on us like they do the dorks." And Hannah's experience found that if there were
a shortage of like-group friends in her classes at school, she could talk to members of the
upper group. In other instances, the readers referred to loose connections. If they knew
someone who was a friend to someone in the top group, for example, it made way for
limited access to the upper crust-once removed. Petree alluded to this type of social access
in her interpretation of the reading when she stated that Herb Trasker felt a connection to
Lisa Bamscull through his association with Alexa Cloze. This same type of connection
failed to work at the lunch table in Prairie Middle School. In reference again to Petree's
narrative involving Bobbi at lunch time, it appeared as though Bobbi's connection was too
weak to overcome the middle-group social barriers.
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Before leaving the section that addresses the middle group, it should be noted that
the lines, boundaries, or categories that serve to define and separate can be re-drawn,
crossed, or reconfigured to suit the needs of the reader. Petree's interpretation of the Herb
Trasker story, by way of example, demonstrates the readers' capacity to make adjustments
in the social strata on an as-needed basis. But it was not just Herb Trasker who was pulled
into the middle. All of the characters whom the readers considered desirable, rich, or poor
were allowed to celebrate in the middle experience.
Caution: Keep to Your Own Kind
Although Petree might argue that the texts are lacking in lessons, there seems to be
a cautionary element written that exists somewhere between the lines. Although never
directly stated, it seems that dating outside of your class-based group involves a degree of
risk. In Monster (Pike, 1992b), Angela Warner's attraction to social elite Jim Kline
initiated her problems. In the same text, Kevin fell victim to Angela as a result of his
romantic interest in her. In Pike's (1991) Die Softly, Petree recognized that things were
awry in the Alexa/Herb affair: "If Alexa is innocent. . . she really likes his company . . .
she finds him attractive. But that doesn't make sen se.. . . The people that she hung
around with, and the people that he hung around with, don't hang out together." Not only
Herb was out of his league in this text, Roger Corbine and Stephen Plead also died while
dating the cheerleaders.
Although the couples in Pike's ( 1992a) Chain Letter 2: The Ancient Evil didn't
appear to be lethal combinations, Paige would have preferred different configurations in the
dating arrangements. Brenda Paxson and Kipp didn't appear to be a good couple to Paige.
She associated Brenda with all of the negative connotations she associated with the top
group. On the other hand, she thought quite highly of Kipp: "He doesn't seem like the
type that would go out with Brenda." Tony Hunt, Paige reasoned, "seemed like he should
go off with Brenda," and Kipp would have been a better match for Alison Parker. When I
reminded her that Kipp had big ears, a small head, a big nose, and came from a lower
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economic group, Paige replied, "But [Alison] would probably like him for who he was,
not what he looks like." Since the reader had pulled Alison, the wealthy, attractive female
protagonist, into the middle group based on her character traits, she followed through by
finding her a boyfriend of the same type.
There seems to be a relationship between class and values that plays itself out in
readers' interpretations of the social world. When crossings do occur between the groups,
they are often viewed as less than ideal—and dangerous.
The Politics of Stratification: A Comment From the Margins
A socio-economic class based system operates in young adult horror fiction. Once
subjected to interpretation, it mirrors the social world of the readers, with the middle class
setting the standard for the normative experience. If the social structuring, as interpreted,
were placed on a matrix, the center would be occupied by the comfortable, value-laden
middle class. The upper group, while centered, would operate differentially from the
middle group by regulatory values coupled with economic and social clout.
The middle experience does not happen through passive compliance to a set of
norms. Both in texts and in the social world, middle-group members actively serve as
social regulators. Although conformity is fundamental, members also participate in
regulatory practices such as exclusion, erasure, and name calling to uphold the norms.
Some individuals are marginalized despite their efforts to comply with dominant standards;
others seemingly challenge the regulatory system by defying the standards.
There is a degree of class mobility. Participants can change their way of being and
seek acceptance in another group, but this access has limitations and usually comes with a
social price tag.
The meanings that readers attached to class-based systems were the result of social
and cultural interactions. The texts provided clues that enabled readers to determine
socio-economic placement (e.g., descriptions of homes, automobiles, parents' occupational
or professional status). How readers use this information reveals their tendency to attach
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values to social class. When ambiguities regarding social class and values begin to fester in
the minds of readers, rather than allowing for contradictions within the existing structure,
the readers adjust the class positioning of good characters to make them fit the middle
group. Under this arrangement, the middle group seems to hold a monopoly on what
readers perceive to be good values.
With the rich and powerful, or wannabe rich and powerful, instigating the violence
in texts while members of lower economic groups often serving as victims, perhaps there is
a class-based function that is being satisfied through this reading experience. Maybe the
texts have a therapeutic effect on the people who occupy the middle strata. After all,
middle-group readers get to watch the destruction and violence that occur in other
class-value groups. When order needs to be re-established, the normal people, the average
people, come forward as protagonists to save the day, sometimes at great personal
expense. It may be that middle group members come to young adult horror fiction in need
of affirmation and through repeated readings they find their theme reinforced: Our values
are the "right" values, our fights are the "right" fights.
Gendering: Social. Psychological, Biological, the Transcendental
The complexity and subtlety of the gendering that occurs in this genre is so
obscured by simplicity that interpretation or analysis beyond the literal seems almost
superfluous. The responses of the readers in this study, however, reflected a journey
through a gendered maze of the social, psychological, biological, and transcendental.
Resisting simplistic interpretations, the readers' responses were characterized by circling,
drawing back, and uncertainty. As a result, the complexities and ambiguities that the
readers experienced often resulted in commentaries of a contradictory nature.
Nevertheless, by the end of the texts, the readers seemed to succumb to a conservative
positioning. Power and desire had fallen by the wayside; difference was disenfranchised.
Safety was realized in the center of the social matrix.
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Constructing Desirability: Alison, Shan, and the Other Girls
For characters to gain and maintain the support of the readers, they must, as
Hannah stated, remain "perfect throughout everything." Alison Parker of Pike's ( 1992a)
Chain Letter 2: The Ancient Evil and Shari Cooper of Remember Me (Pike, 1989) were
examples of characters who the readers held in utmost regard. Both females had moments
when their behavior was somewhat questionable, but despite their self-professed
humanness, the readers found them to be highly desirable.
Although there were several factors that contributed to their positive images, the
readers summed it up quite succinctly: Alison and Shari were "nice girls." The female
protagonists cared about themselves and their friends. They were committed to their
boyfriends and engaged in sexual activities only when they were deeply involved in a
mutual relationship. In addition to their pleasant appearances and popularity, they seemed
"normal" to the readers. They avoided social practices such as drinking and smoking; and,
although they were motivated to do well in life, maintaining good relationships seemed of
greater importance.
The admiration that Paige expressed for her favorite character, Alison Parker, was
not surprising. For Paige, Alison represented the epitome of pre-womanhood. She cared,
she sacrificed, and, in all of her normalcy, "she stood out." Early in the text, Paige did
note a few problems with Alison's behavior; Alison didn't always act "cute" or seem to
understand what her boyfriend was feeling, and she nearly jeopardized her relationship
with Tony in order to achieve a personal goal. Despite these difficulties, by the end of the
text, Alison had submitted to the notion of unconditional love and was even willing to
sacrifice her life for Tony. Taking all of this into consideration, the reader gave Alison a
high approval rating. In Alison, Paige found the beginning, at least, of her pattern for a
happy life reinforced: kiss, love, relationship, sex, marriage, career, and family.
Given the qualities that Paige associates with desirability—and with Alison Parker
serving as an icon-it is understandable that Paige perceived Brenda more negatively. The
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two characters contrasted throughout the text with Alison serving as the norm and Brenda
as "Other." When Alison expressed sympathy and concern for Fran Darey, Brenda was
annoyed and angry': when Alison began an altruistic mission to identify the Caretaker,
Brenda entered a state of denial and then acted in a desperate attempt for self-preservation.
Alison was willing to sacrifice for love, but Brenda regarded love as a temporary condition.
In addition to constant comparison, the opportunity for dominant specularity also
shaped the readers' views. For instance, when Paige initially responded to Brenda's
advice to leave Tony and attend college, Paige agreed to some extent with Brenda; she
didn't think Alison should "forget about Tony" but did think that her relationship should
not interfere with her plans for college. Shortly after offering this response, Paige reacted
to a discussion that occurred between Brenda's boyfriend, Kipp, and Tony Hunt in which
Kipp confided that Brenda seemed to be losing interest in their relationship. Paige also
became aware of Tony's philosophy on love: "You didn't leave the one you loved, not for
any reason" (Pike, 1992a, p. 37). This caused Paige to feel sorry for Kipp and think less
of Brenda; it also seemed to have had an impact on the reader's thoughts about love. Paige
suggested that if Alison had understood how much their relationship meant to Tony, she
probably would have rethought the situation about college. Following the completion of
the text, Paige reversed her position: "Well, Brenda is telling Alison . . . to go to college
and forget T o n y .. . . That is the kind of thing that she would do, but Alison would never
d o ." . . . "[Brenda] wouldn't let a boy run her life .. . . It may be good [advice] for her,
but not for Alison." When asked what Brenda would have had to have done in order to
survive in the text, Paige responded, "She probably would have had to have been more like
Alison," meaning "not so vain, and not go off and just leave her boyfriend, and she would
have to do anything for someone." In other words, if Brenda had engaged in gender
appropriate behaviors-attractive but modest, placing her boyfriend's needs first, and been
more giving of herself--she would received more favorable treatment.

Tiff seemed to develop a close bond to her female protagonist, Shan Cooper.
During the early chapters in Remember Me (Pike, 1989), Shari entered into a confessionary
narrative, revealing that she had, at times, been mean and superficial as a mortal. The
reader was very forgiving of Shari's self-acknowledged shortcomings, perhaps because
they were accepted behaviors within the reader's social context. When asked if Shan had
ever done anything bad, Tiff replied, "N o ,. . . just cutting down Beth, stupid Beth . . .
[and] everyone does it."
Considering T iffs understanding of the rules for romance and relationships, it is no
wonder that she became Shari's advocate. In the early chapters of the text, Tiff related to
the anxiety that Shari was suffering from failing romance with Daniel. Discovering that
your boyfriend is no longer interested in maintaining a relationship could, according to
Tiff, cause a girl to "lose [her] self-confidence and feel like [she] is not worth anything
anymore." There seemed to be more at stake than loss of self-confidence, however.
Entering and maintaining a relationship are in a girl's best interest: "You are supposed to
stick with one guy and stay and try to have a good relationship." Tiff went on to explain
that, despite the level of sexual activity or the public disclosure of intimate acts, a girl who
is involved in a good relationship is protected from developing a bad reputation. According
to this view, commitment is insurance that protects girls from sexual liability.
There appears to be an unwritten code for respecting the romantic territory of other
females. With a shared understanding of the importance of relationships, girls are
supposed to resist the temptation to "steal" another girl's boyfriend. Regardless of the
male's role in this matter, it appears to be the female's responsibility to maintain the
integrity of the system. Breaking this code is viewed negatively. According to both Tiff
and Hannah, females who move in on another girl's boyfriend risk the accusation of "not
being a good friend."
Tiff appeared somewhat frustrated by Daniel's refusal to play according to the rules
for romance as she understood them. It seemed to Tiff that Shari liked Daniel a lot, which
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she demonstrated by almost having sex with him. Since Daniel was involved in what the
reader interpreted as a good relationship, Tiff felt that he should have been able to "ignore"
Beth Palomine "when she just jumped in there and kind of interacted and . .. interfered" in
his relationship with Shari. Tiff didn't understand why he just didn't simply tell Beth,
"I've got a girlfriend, you know." What made T iffs interpretation of this situation
interesting was that Daniel appeared to be actively pursuing Beth (i.e., buying her diamond
earrings for her birthday—according to Tiff, a present reserved for girlfriends). This
seemed inconsequential to the reader, however. Tiff viewed Beth as the seductress. This
suggests that, drawing on experience (i.e., "You just start a rumor and try to get them to
break up"), Tiff is quite aware that girls are active agents in the construedon-and
destruction—of romance and relationships.
Males do not occupy a passive role in this whole notion of relationships; it is just
that Tiff views the roles of males and females differently. According to Tiff, males have
the need to construct and maintain a reputation for themselves. Discussing the nature and
extent of their sexual activity is an expected part of that process. Since females are aware
that this type of construction is occurring, they become knowing participants.
When things go according to plan, this arrangement has mutual advantages. Girls
can have the relationships that they need to enhance their self-esteem while maintaining
their reputations. Boys also benefit. By entering into such an arrangement, they can
participate in an ego-building discourse that they need to build and preserve their manly
image. When things go awry, however, girls risk losing their self-confidence and their
reputations. Boys are seemingly less damaged by a breakup and move on to the next
romantic encounter: "All they have to do is go up to the g irl. . . and . . . ask them out. Of
course, she will probably say Yes.'"
It would seem as if this regulatory system for romance and relationships could
work if everyone abided by the rules: Mutual relationships could be enjoyed by all who are
deserving. As Tiff began to rethink the Daniel/Beth situation, however, she revealed a
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glitch in the system. It occurred to Tiff, in hindsight, that Daniel might have "just kind of
suckered [Beth] in with the e a m n g s.. . . Everything was an act. . . . And then when he
was . . . kissing her . . . she just let him do whatever." This synopsis takes agency away
from Beth. Instead of being a flirtatious aggressor, she is now a victim of male
aggression. In this later interpretation, Tiff awarded the agency to Daniel.
As the power shifted, it should be noted that, according to the reader, there was
another type of power of a more biological or transcendental nature at work in this matter.
"Girls have this instinct.. .. You just get this feeling in your gut. . . . It just tells you if he
. . . wants you or [if he] just wants to use you." Tiff went on to explain that when girls
entered into questionable situations, as in the case of Beth, that this feeling was there, "but
they just didn't listen to it because they thought it was wrong." With respect to the insights
of the reader, had Beth been more in tune with her "instincts" she should have sensed
Daniel's insincerity.
This kind of rationale is problematic. It seems to deny the possibility that Beth was
enjoying herself as much as Daniel in the jacuzzi (and on the couch). In a sense, it takes
away from females the right to act on desire. In other words, when girls enter into sexual
activities with boys without the emotional expectations of "love" or the permanency of
"relationship," they are apt to be viewed as victims of male aggression. This notion
appeared to be reinforced in the text. When Daniel denied having feelings for Beth while
being questioned by the lieutenant, Beth burst out crying and left the room. "Well, I guess
she wants to be his girlfriend, but he's j u s t . . . using her, and she's j u s t . . . finding this
out."
Tiff was not the only reader who struggled with this type of ambiguity. When this
theme (i.e., female characters acting on desire) occurred in Monster (Pike, 1992b), Hannah
also appeared to teeter on the issue. Mary Blanc and Angela Warner were both physically
and sexually attracted to Jim Kline. They made it clear to the reader that his personality or
his ability to provide cerebral stimulation were inconsequential.
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Early in the text, the author revealed that Mary considered her ability to make
"incredible love" (Pike, 1992b, p. 28) high on her list of talents; and, in Mary's opinion,
Jim Kline "was the best" (p. 28). Angela's sexual experiences, on the other hand, were
constituted in discursive practice only. She enjoyed exchanging sexual innuendoes with
boys but had not yet experienced intercourse. As the events unfolded in the story, Angela
found herself in a position to engage in a layered conversation with Jim Kline. Hannah
recognized the practice; one of her friends, she reported, often entered into conversations
that contained double meanings: " [She] will say something that you can take one way or
the other way, and if the boy reacts . . . she will play along with it." When Jim responded
to Angela's sexual overtures, she found herself going out to dinner with her best friend's
ex-boyfriend.
Hannah appeared somewhat disturbed by the circumstances that had led to their
meeting and by Angela's superficial attraction to Jim: "[Angela] doesn't really seem to care
about [what's] inside. She doesn't really care about his personality.. . . She just likes his
body . . . a good looking guy." As the events of the evening went from flirtatious to
sexual, Hannah noted that Angela "really didn't want him to stop." Jim's sexual advances
and aggressiveness "made her feel good." When asked what she thought of Angela at this
point, Hannah stated, "She's not being a very good friend to M ary .. . . Because her
friend's in jail . . . she can finally have a boyfriend. If she thought about it, I don't think
she'd be doing this." When posed with the possibility that maybe Angela had thought
about it and disregarded Mary's feelings, Hannah stated, "That would be bad."
It wasn't the sexual content of the experience that Hannah found upsetting; the
reader was more concerned about Angela placing her friendship with Mary in jeopardy.
This interpretation may be the result of Hannah's experience. In her school, when the
development of a new relationship threatens the integrity of a friendship, there is a mutually
agreed upon wait period. It was not only Mary's feelings, however, that Hannah
considered. According to the reader, Angela should not have been ready to date Jim, as
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evidenced in the following remark: "He would wait for Angela to be ready to go out with
him, even though . . . it seems like she is."
The power and control issues at play in the episodes involving Angela and Jim were
more difficult for Hannah to sift and sort, than those concerning Mary. Jim, seemingly,
had no outward control over Mary Blanc, and, as Hannah stated, "If Mary .. . thinks that
something is wrong, she'd . . . say something to go against i t . . . or try to kill him." It
could be assumed then that Mary's desire to play out her sexual fantasies with Jim was a
conscious and deliberate effort. Hannah's interpretation of Angela's situation was,
comparatively, more difficult. This became apparent when I asked Hannah if she sensed
that Angela was in control of her behavior when she was engaged in sexual activities with
Jim. Hannah responded by stating, "She's . . . in control, I think, but she doesn't seem to
care."
Later in the text, Angela learned from her experience with Lieutenant Nguyen, that
the monsters had the power to manipulate the thinking of humans. Angela certainly found
this revelation somewhat comforting when she reflected on the incident: "She liked to think
that she hadn't come that close to screwing [Jim ]. . . without some kind of supernatural
influence" (Pike, 1992b, p. 177). In making this known to the reader, Angela suggested a
certain weakness in girls that requires some type of social or scientific intervention: "There
should be some kind of birth control to protect girls like her from guys like him" (p. 177).
When asked what the author was doing by revealing Angela's thoughts on this matter,
Hannah replied, "She has to find something to justify what she's done." This comment
seems to imply that Hannah thought Angela had the power to resist Jim's advances, and, in
hindsight, she was seeking justification for her behavior.
Although Hannah had previously stated that Jim had an advantage in this
relationship, primarily due to his social and economic status, she fell well short of
assuming that Jim's power over Angela was totally consuming. Once Angela transformed
into a winged monster, however, Hannah reconfigured the power structure. Although
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Hannah admitted that "[Angela] knew what she was getting herself into." now she viewed
Angela as an "innocent person. . . . She just kind of got pulled into it." Instead of acting
on desire or a girl in need of justification, as in earlier interpretations, Angela was now
awarded victim status. What makes this interpretation curious is that Angela
acknowledged, perhaps for the benefit of the reader, that she was a complex and
fragmented human subject filled with contradictions: "There was a part of her that was in
love with the dark side. There always had been" (Pike, 1992b, p. 130). With or without
Jim Kline, Angela's understanding of her desires, her attraction to the repulsive, and her
realization of the close relationship of pain and pleasure had somehow lost its weight in
Hannah's final interpretation.
Mary Blanc and Angela Warner did not fare well in the text. Jim Kline hanged
Mary Blanc, and Angela Warner turned into a leathery vampire. Although Hannah would
have liked more dignity for Mary, she took some comfort in knowing that she was dead.
In contrast, Angela was "all by herself now" and unable to communicate. This outcome
appeared to cause the reader a certain amount of anxiety: "Angela could have died. It
would have been better." The discontentment that Hannah expressed with regard to
Angela's fate led to a call for an alternative ending. This was somehow understandable;
Angela's fate was unnerving. It was Hannah's second attempt to reconstruct a more
palatable experience for Angela that took me by surprise: "I think she should have stayed
there and married the detective.. . . I don't know why." This appeared to be a desperate
effort to reissue Paige's pattern for a happy life (i.e., the one that includes marriage).
Granted, the fact that Lieutenant Nguyen was the only living male available at the end of the
text severely limited Hannah's options.
Hannah's response drew me back to the electronics factory where Theo and Herb
(Pike, 1991) wondered if they would ever have girlfriends or get married. During this
conversation Herb commented that they would probably get mamed but not to someone
w'ho they wanted. Petree rejected Herb's response. She felt that if you thought you had to
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settle, you "probably shouldn't get married." Hannah, at least in one desperate moment,
"settled." The thought of Angela being alone, without her community, without her friends,
without a boyfriend, was so far removed from Hannah's vision of a "normal life" that any
semblance of these ingredients seemed worth salvaging.
Hannah's willingness to link Angela to a married man at least twice her age, and to
whom she had no emotional connection, raises questions. The first question is somewhat
obvious: Is marrying any man, from the perspective of the reader, better than not marrying
at all? The second question, which will be addressed more thoroughly in the next section,
is, if Lieutenant Nguyen had been a female would Hannah have considered a relationship
between the two characters as a possibility for an alternative ending? Or perhaps Hannah's
response revealed an insecurity. Is the thought of losing the support of the community and
being cast to the margins of the social matrix such a frightening thought to adolescents that
accommodation—in any form—is preferable to loneliness? If so, then, how frightening
adolescence must be for girls and boys who cannot make the cut.
The "Not Entirely Feminine" Sammie Smith
Constructed as a longtime friend, HerbTrasker provided an historical perspective
on the gendering experience of Sammie Smith. According to Herb, Sammie had been a
tomboy through her early years. As she passed through adolescence, Sammie did not shed
her boyish ways; rather than saying that Sammie appeared masculine, Herb used softer
words to summarize Sammie's gendering: she had "grown up not entirely feminine" (Pike,
1991, p. 33). To clarify and support his position, Herb provided the reader with details.
According to Herb, Sammie dressed like a male ex-convict; wore sweatshirts even in warm
weather; was overweight; had sweaty, stringy hair; never wore make-up; and didn't care
what anybody thought of her
(pp. 33-34). Herb also drew attention to Sammie's appetite. "Sammie could eat two Big
Macs in a sitting and have room for a third, plus dessert" (p. 34).
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Petree knew girls like Sammie in her social context and one was fresh in her mind:
"We werejust talking about [Bobbi] this morning." Petree viewed Sammie and real-life
Bobbi as similar in many ways. According to Petree, Bobbi wore the same thing every
day; she never washed her clothes, she smelled really bad, she didn't wear deodorant, she
never shaved her legs, and she either never wore make-up or she wore it all wrong. As far
as Bobbi's eating habits, Petree noted, while she was pretending to ignore her, that she
went through the fry line and chose a greasy piece of pizza for her entree. Following the
main course, Bobbi selected a variety of treats off an alacarte line: "fruit roll-ups, ice-cream
sandwiches, cookies, doughnuts, [and] all kinds of junk food." In comparison to Petree's
delicate appetite, "and I was stuffed on 3 1/2 chicken nuggets," this must have appeared as
an excessive amount of food. Once Bobbi had finished eating, what Petree described as a
"cock-fight" broke out at the lunch table. Bobbi and a friend "literally tore" into a fruit roll
up. "They were like chickens." While this was transpiring, "all [Petree] could think about
was how they were complaining about how fat they were and how much they hated
themselves." She added, "They just do not care. They don't have any motivation at all."
Following Herb's lunch at McDonald's with Alexa Cloze, Sammie Smith seemed to
demand some kind of an explanation from Herb for his involvement with a girl whom
Sammie regarded as a "rah-rah" (Pike, 1991, p. 38). Without the knowledge that Sammie
was working with Alexa to cover up her involvement in the death of Roger Corbine, the
reader assumed that Sammie's reason for probing Herb stemmed from romantic interests:
"Maybe [Sammie] was jealous that [Herb] was with Alexa and not with her." Given
Sammie's characterization, Petree could understand why Herb would choose to be with
Alexa over Sammie: "[Sammie] was just his friend, and she's sort of fat and ugly . ..
Alexa is pretty and she is a cheerleader and she is really nice and everything." This
reasoning also appears to find its reality in the reader's experience.
Based on her social knowledge, Petree realized that Sammie prototypes had a
difficult time gaining acceptance. Petree created a sample of discourse that would take
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place if Sammie were to materialize at Prairie Middle School: "Sammie, I don't really like
her because she is like this, and she is like that." Petree stated that the girls in her school
are under a lot of pressure: "You have got to look pretty . . . have the perfect body . . .
have the perfect clothes, and hang around with the people that are so cool." Considering
these criteria, Petree doubted whether Sammie could survive in a social sense at Prairie
Middle School.
As far as Sammie's chances for entering into a romantic relationship, Petree
expressed doubt. From the reader's perspective, it wasn't so much a matter of Sammie's
tomboy status as the added stresses of bad hair, sloppy dress, and what Petree interpreted
as a bad attitude. According to Petree, Sammie would have to "act more feminine and be
nicer," if she wanted to date. As far as her weight was concerned, Petree stated, "Fat
people tend n o t . . . boys don't usually really care much . .. about you." Then added,
"Those are the kinds of people that get picked on."
Petree's descriptive narrative about Bobbi could have been interchanged with
Herb's comments concerning Sammie. The only significant difference is in the knowing.
Herb, as Sammie's friend, seemingly spoke as an authority, whereas Petree claimed a
comfortable social distance from Bobbi.
Perhaps influenced by Sammie's unfortunate and unnecessary death, Petree's
impression of the character had changed substantially by the end of the text. In retrospect,
Petree viewed Sammie's individuality as evidence of high self-esteem: "She wasn't going
to let anyone tell her that she wasn't fine just the way she [was]. That's why she didn't
care what anyone thought of her, because she thought enough of herself." As for Bobbi,
Petree's thoughts on this materialized girl failed to undergo a similar transformation: "I'd
feel bad if Bobbi died, I mean, I’d feel like, 'Why did I treat her so bad or something?'
But she isn't my friend; she doesn't care a thing about me."
Power and the Problematic
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Several characters in the texts yielded enormous power. Either their power was
rooted in supernatural experience or through a deliberate quest. It should be clarified,
however, that there are a variety of interpretations with respect to the constitution of power.
It could be argued that Alison Parker was a powerful person; after all, she challenged an
ancient evil. Her power, however, was realized in the power of submission. The
following section deals with strategists who aggressively sought to pass their agendas
regardless of the cost to human life.
In Chain Letter 2: The Ancient Evil (Pike, 1992a), Sasha's characterization
provided for some interesting discussion. Due primarily to her innocent looking dimples
and her ability to engage in a pleasant conversation with Tony Hunt, Paige's initial
impression of Sasha was generally favorable. Although somewhat troubled by Sasha's
offer of a deep tissue massage to a boy she had just met, Paige maintained a neutral
position regarding the character well into the text.
As the plot became increasingly complicated, Paige began to view Sasha as "pushy"
and a threat to Alison and Tony's relationship. Paige was frustrated by Sasha's
insinuations that Alison was romantically involved with another boy and by Tony's
susceptibility to her accusations. As Tony became sexually involved with Sasha, Paige
noted that she was able to get Tony to do things that he didn't want to do. For instance, the
night that he accepted her offer of a massage, Tony had not planned on removing his
underwear. Sasha disregarded his intentions and removed the briefs. According to Paige,
Sasha seemed to have some kind of power over Tony: "She's . . . strong, mind-wise." In
her experience, Paige expressed that it was "usually the other way around . . . a guy
overpowers the girl."
This statement may be more a reflection on the way Paige thinks the power is
distributed among males and females than grounded in her reality, or perhaps
"overpowering" occurs within Paige's social group. The reason that I am suggesting a
contradiction is due to the narrative that Paige offered in regard to the popular aggressive
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girls in her school: "Rich kids . . . the popular people. . . . At lunch you hear them talking.
. . . 'We're gonna go have a party and we're gonna get d ru n k .'. . . And actually, I think
that does happen, but not the [sex].. . . That would just be something that they'd lie
about." Clearly, the girls who Paige referred to were powerful socially and sexually.
Although Jane Clemens knowingly entered into a pact with Satan and fulfilled her
obligation to the occult by first killing Jim Whiting and then taking her own life, there was
a sense that during this period she was under the control of a satanic force. Such an
intervention shifts the responsibility for wrongdoing away from the subject; the powerful
female who appeared in the text was not of her own making. Paige, more consumed by
action than characterization, did not consider the many factors which may have contributed
to the making of Sasha. She was just relieved that Sasha was dead: "And that guy just
stepped on her and she died."
Pike's (1992b) Monster contained three powerful figures: Jim Kline, Kathy Baker,
and Todd Green. Two of the characters were killed in the first chapter without a great deal
of background information, leaving the reader to ponder the characterization of Jim Kline.
Hannah considered that the advantages of socio-economic clout, coupled with his attractive
appearance, placed him in a powerful position. His ability to capture the mind and
imagination of Angela Warner through his sexually aggressive behavior further enhanced
his image of irresistibility. Given the nature of the sexual episodes that occurred on the
beach and in the lake, Jim's behavior could have been interpreted as date rape. Rather than
commenting on Jim's actions, however, Hannah focused more on Angela's reactions to his
advances.
The power yielded Jim Kline, with or without the KAtuu, seemed quite natural to
the reader and his being male may have contributed to this naturalness. In Hannah's
experience, males have an advantage in relationships. Their positioning is held in check
only when they enter into a situation with a female who is considered of equal or greater
value. Placing Hannah's commentary concerning Jim's powerful nature in juxtaposition
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with the commentary that Paige offered regarding Sasha's could help to clarify this point.
The fact that Sasha had power over Tony seemed unnatural to the reader: "like magic or
something." In other words, Sasha's power, based on her biological sex (i.e., female),
drew a comment from the reader. In contrast, the power that Jim had over Angela seemed
commonplace. Again, with or without supernatural forces, the reader accepted his
powerful position without indicating that it was, in some way, unnatural.
When Angela aggressively attacked Jim Kline by stabbing him in the neck with a
knife, Hannah was quite shocked. She assumed that Jim would blow up with the other
monsters but was unprepared for the degree of agency that Angela exhibited. Awarding
Angela with the power in this situation was premature. As it turned out, Angela was
empowered by an amulet; the source of her strength, as in the case of Alison Parker, was
"out there."
There were two female characters, Lisa Bamscull and Alexa Cloze, who
perpetuated the violence in Pike's (1991) Die Softly. Since the text did not contain
supernatural elements, the motivation behind the violent acts had to have an explanation
other than "Satan made them do it," or "the KAtuu made them do it."
Lisa Bamscull was described in the text as "blonde, bitchy, beautiful, and capable
of great cruelty," and her sexual permissiveness was widely acknowledged. Shortly after
entering into the text, Petree referred to Lisa as a snob, bossy, controlling, and a tramp
(She was, according to the reader, flirting with Alexa's boyfriend.) Petree also viewed
Lisa as a competitive person. This was evident in her interpretation of Lisa and Alexa's
plans to go to Los Angeles ("She sounds like she only wants to go to LA . . . to beat
[Alexa] or something like that"). In Petree's experience, she knows girls who are like Lisa:
"They've gotta control everything and everybody has to go by what they say."
Petree's initial thoughts concerning Alexa's characterization were, in comparison to
Lisa, mixed. At first Petree commented that Alexa seemed manipulative and pouted to get
what she wanted. Then Petree added that Alexa also seemed nice. As Petree's impression
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of Alexa grew more favorable, remarks like "Nothing is going to slow me down" were
interpreted by Petree as a girl who planned on making "something of herself," rather than
as an indication of competitive or aggressive tendencies. With regard to Alexa's
performance at the scene of Lisa's accident, Petree reasoned that Alexa was unable to face
the death of a friend and guilt ridden. Had she been a better friend, Lisa might still be
alive. At this point in the reading, Petree considered Alexa a "pretty regular person,"
without "any really big problems."
As Alexa revealed more of herself, Petree found the character "confusing." This
confusion occurred in layers. Petree learned that Alexa was not the good friend that she
pretended to be. In fact, Alexa admitted to hating her supposedly best friend, Lisa. While
in Herb's bedroom, Alexa displayed sexually aggressive behaviors such as unbuttoning
Herb's shirt and running her fingers through his hair. In addition, Alexa initiated a
discourse with sexual overtones (e.g., suggesting that Herb take nude pictures of her,
offering to tie Herb to his bed, and stating that she and Lisa used to tie Roger up as a part
of their sexual practice). In response to Alexa's behavior, Petree suggested that Alexa
might be seducing Herb to gain access to the pictures that he had taken in the shower room.
In stating this, Petree acknowledged that females can be manipulative and knowingly use
their femininity and sexuality to achieve their objectives.
By the end of the text, Petree constructed a binary system to explain Alexa: a
"fake" Alexa and a "real" Alexa. The fake Alexa cared about her friends, was motivated in
a positive sense, and developed romantic interests based on "like" (the same type of
characteristics attributed to Alison and Shari). The real Alexa, in contrast, cared only about
herself, was willing to do anything for personal gain, and used her sexuality to an
advantage. This suggests that Petree is aware of a feminine guise that can be used to mask
intents-a capacity for performance.
When Petree provided an explanation of how a girl like Alexa might come to be,
she drew' attention to her struggle to understand the social being. Although she viewed
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Alexa as a victim of sexual abuse, Petree did not consider her victimization as an excuse for
hurting others: rather than carrying the past like a "dark rain cloud their whole life,". ..
"they can choose not to let it bother them and . . . move on." Since Petree did not blame
Alexa's deviant behavior on her prior experience, she offered three possibilities to explain
how a girls like Alexa could commit such deviant acts: 1) a "certain . . . spark that makes
their mind just think that way," 2) "they just don' t . . . realize what they are doing," or
3) "maybe they just don't have a conscience."
All three of Petree's explanations are problematic. If unacceptable behavior is the
result of a "spark," embedded somewhere within the personality, then deviant girls would
not have control over their actions (i.e., they were sparked into doing it). Petree's second
explanation, that people are unaware of what they are doing when they are causing others
great pain or anguish, implies that if girls like Alexa were aware of their actions—and the
consequences thereof-they would not knowingly enter into a situation where they would
be hurting others. This explanation also seems to remove the responsibility from the
subject: She just didn't know. The same lack of agency would apply if girls in Alexa's
situation were missing something that people are supposed to have: a conscience, or the
power that controls the feeling of obligation to do what is right. Following her strong
commentary on the fake Alexa, it was surprising that all three of these explanations seemed
to provide some form of vindication or psychological explanation that placed her behaviors
beyond her control.
With her analysis still in a formative stage, Petree entered into another contradictory
state by implying that Alexa was, at least in part, responsible for her actions. The
following statement offers support for this juncture: "The problems are just her own and
some problems . . . she caused for herself." "She didn't listen to herself or her
conscience—if she had a conscience-about what was right and wrong." "And she didn't
care if she hurt people .. . maybe because she had already been hurt by her parents." In
contrast to the passive subject described previously who is missing or lacking or is acted
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upon, this Alexa is self-knowing: "She has created problems . . . she didn't listen . . . and
she didn't care."
Interpreting Alexa's behaviors in a contradictory fashion demonstrates that Petree is
finding that there are no simple explanations when considering the motivations for human
behavior. Petree's responses also indicate an understanding that humans have the capacity
to work the gender matrix, and furthermore to work it to an advantage; rather than a fixed
identity, gender, as a performance, is contextually dependent as well as subject to
manipulation.
Motherhood: The Last Stop
If the kiss, love, relationship, sex, marriage, career, and family pattern is viewed as
the ordered experience for the fulfillment of women, then the readers' notion of
motherhood is worth examining. Mothers were referred to in all four of the texts. Alison's
mother in Chain Letter 2: The Ancient Evil (Pike, 1992a) was out of town but called her
daughter to make sure that she had a credit card to purchase clothing for college. In
Monster (Pike, 1992b), Angela's parents were recently divorced and the hostility was so
intense that Angela decided to live with her grandfather. Herb Trasker's mother, in Pike's
(1991) Die Softly, occupied a minor role that was removed from the plot. The
single-parent secretary, though demonstrating to the reader that Herb was capable of being
loved, was basically injected into the text to signify the economic condition of the family.
In the same text, Alex revealed that her mother had a problem with drugs and alcohol.
In Remember Me (Pike, 1989), however, the history of the mothers provided the
impetus for the violence. The relationships that they experienced with their daughters—both
biological and assumed—provided clues that readers used to unravel the mystery.
The narratives provided by the deceased Shari Cooper caused Tiff to conclude that
there was something amiss in Shari's relationship with her mother. Tiff determined that
Mrs. Cooper did not fit the maternal norms. Tiff noted that Mrs. Cooper put time and
energy into her physical appearance: "She takes an hour to do her make-up, and that is

217
what 1 would consider a snob." In addition, Mrs. Cooper went to a therapist for advice on
parenting, and although she had time to participant in social events, from T iffs
perspective, she did not set aside the time necessary to attend to Shari. This caused Shan
to turn to Mary Pansh, the family's housekeeper, when she was in need of support or
advice.
Shari's relationship with "Mama Mary" did not escape the reader's attention: "It
seems like they are closer than her and her mom a re .. . . Mary acts . . . more like a mother
than Shari's mother does." When asked how a mother acts, Tiff stated, "Well, she spends
time with her children and takes really, really good care of th em .. . . And she loves them
in her own way and not the way that a therapist would kind of suggest." Tiff went on to
add that women with children are supposed to have "mother qualities" that are "natural."
Although some of these qualities could be learned, it would be preferable if mothers just
tried their best.
During one part of Shari's story, Tiff got the impression that Shari felt Mrs. Cooper
favored her son. Tiff was quite certain that this was not the case: "I'm sure that her mom
doesn't favor either one of them . . . They are both her favorites." It was T iffs
explanation of this evenness that played back into the plot: "Most mothers don't do
th a t.. . . They both are equal. I mean, they are the same blood so they are equal." At this
point, it should be added, Tiff was still assuming a biological connection between Mrs.
Cooper and Shari.
There were times during T iffs discussion on mothers that she seemed to
manipulate the text in order to make it fit her expectations. This happened, for example,
when Tiff responded to the chapter where the family viewed Shari's corpse. After reading
about the family's reaction to the event, I asked Tiff why the doctor and Mr. Cooper had
exchanged "uneasy glances" (Pike, 1989, p. 66) upon Mrs. Cooper's request to view
Shari's body. Tiff responded by saying that they both knew that Mrs. Cooper would get
hysterical: "I'm sure the father and doctor know exactly what is going to happen." When I
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followed up by asking if they were trying to protect the mother, Tiff explained, "See, they
are trying to protect the mom so that she doesn't kind of like go crazy on them." Since I
sensed some confusion in this interpretation, I followed up with a question that begged for
a literal response: "Did she go crazy?" Tiff responded by saying, "No, but she got
really—she started crying and stuff." However interesting, this response was not based on
information in the text. The text read, "My father didn't move. My mother couldn't move"
(Pike, 1989, p. 68).
The problem with T iffs response stemmed primarily from timing. If she had made
these comments as the events were unfolding, at least up to the final comment, the remarks
would have been understandable. T iffs response came at the conclusion of the chapter and
she should have known how Mrs. Cooper responded to the sight of Shari's body.
Although Tiff could have misread the text, it was fairly straightforward. In addition, Tiff
had the book open to the page that she was discussing. According to the text, Mrs. Cooper
did not get hysterical or go crazy, she didn't even cry. In fact, Mrs. Cooper reacted in
much the same way as Mr. Cooper. She was motionless.
Was T iffs interpretation of this event an unconscious attempt at gender correction?
Was Tiff so convinced how a mother would react in a morgue while viewing her
daughter's body that Mrs. Cooper met her expectations (i.e., "cried and stuff") even
though it was clear that she showed no outw'ard emotion? And why was Tiff so certain that
the doctor and Mr. Cooper knew "exactly what [was] going to happen"?
There seems to be some kind of underlying gender-based assumption Tiff has
already been conditioned to believe regarding the psychological development of men and
women based on essentialized notions of gender-appropriate behavior (i.e., because Mrs.
Cooper is a woman and mother, she will be unable to deal with her emotions; because Mr.
Cooper is a man, his emotions will be under control; therefore, Mr. Cooper and the male
doctor-w ithout verbal communication-have a shared understanding that they, as men,
must be prepared to help Mrs. Cooper when she becomes hysterical).
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The confusion surrounding the Mrs. Cooper, Mary Parish, and the Shan affair was
dispelled with the revelation that Mrs. Cooper was not Shari's real mother; or, as in Tiff's
words, Mrs. Cooper was the "fake" mother. Once the biological cord between Shan and
Mrs. Cooper was severed, everything seemed to make sense. For example, Mrs. Cooper's
failure to act like a real mother in the morgue was legitimated by the fact that Mrs. Cooper
was not Shari's biological mother.
Given her beliefs connecting biology and maternal qualities, Tiff didn't understand
why the mothers were unable to discern their babies at the time of the switch: "1 think they
would have had this instinct that said, T eah, this is my baby. No, this is not." T iffs
questioning with regard to this matter was not totally unexpected. In examining Tiffs
responses, she had a tendency to misapply the scientific to explain the social and
psychological (i.e., the "instincts" that Beth had, but chose to ignore, and the natural
"mothering qualities" that Mrs. Cooper should have had but seemed to be lacking). With
respect to Tiffs responses concerning motherhood, it appears that women with children
enter into another gender trap where caring and self-sacrifice are expectations; the norms
for physical appearance, however, seem to have been relaxed.
The Politics of Gendering: A Comment From the Margins
This reading experience provides an opportunity to see a gendered world in
operation. From a critical stance, it seems quite obvious: The closer one resembles the
gendered ideal, the greater the chances of finding happiness.
From a conceptual standpoint, female characters are positioned on the social
regulatory matrix in accordance with their gender appropriation. Desirable females who
conform to standards for gender correctness occupy and find security at the center of the
matrix. Female characters who do not comply to the norms are subjected to exclusionary
and discursive practices of a forcible nature. Barred from participation, the less-desirable
females are marginalized and, quite often, their foreclosure, eradication, or erasure
entertains violence.
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Goodness, both supported by and held in conjunction with proper gender identity,
paves the route to happiness. Texts demonstrate for readers the kinds of rewards that can
be obtained by embracing this system. To make the norm-approved experience even more
appealing, the texts are formulated to provide readers with an opportunity to consider the
consequences that result from resistance, deviation, or simply falling short of expectations.
The texts seem to promote the notion that girls need some kind of instruction or
intervention to protect them from acting on desire or to avoid being manipulated by males.
This ideology in real life reflects the scared-little-girl syndrome where females, rather than
taking risks, avoid situations where they may feel vulnerable. When female characters act
on desire and it produces an undesirable consequence, claiming victimization appears to be
a legitimate way of circumventing the need to accept responsibility for actions.
Female characters who openly display powerful or aggressive tendencies not only
fail to achieve their objectives, they lose reader approval as soon as the unfeminine traits
become evident. By masking power or aggression under a feminine guise, females come
much closer to reaching their goals. Techniques employed to promote their agendas
include pouting, manipulation, lying, deceiving, and sexual innuendoes. As long as
readers are fooled by the gendered performance, these females pass as desirable characters.
Once the performance was cracked and other qualities revealed, the readers withdrew their
identification with the character.
There is a type of power that appears to be fully realized in the texts-pow er through
submission. Females who are empowered, usually by outside forces, hold their reader
approval rating while achieving their aims. Rather than being cited as gender performers
(i.e. fake), these characters are regarded as genuine.
The gender norms as presented in the texts closely resemble the activity that is
transpiring in the readers' social worlds. As evident in the interpretations, readers have
strong notions of what is required of females to be considered of value in this culture. The
pieces of the perfect gender puzzle include physical attractiveness, proper dress, a feminine
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disposition, a superficial representation of a pleasant personality, a willingness to sacrifice,
and maintaining good friendships. Of equal importance is knowing the rules for romance,
working on a mutual heterosexual relationship, and abiding by the expectations regarding
the norm approved aspects of a sexual relationship. If the perfect puzzle is complete, and
power and desire are held in check, females can almost assuredly enter into a pattern that is
legitimated through romance.
Readers discussed the kinds of regulatory and discursive practices that are used
against females in the social world who appear to be improperly gendered. The fat,
less-feminine, unattractive, aggressive female, or those who exceed the norms for sexuality
are ridiculed, ignored, and called names. Certainly, being aware of and participating in the
practices used against those who fall outside the norms would make compliance all the
more necessary.
Although young adult horror fiction promotes the incarnation of the gender
ideal—and reiterates this notion with each reading-the source of this ideology lies in the
wider social and cultural arenas. If readers passively accepted these representations as
standard, it is because they closely aligned with their own understandings of how things
are supposed to be. Sprinkled throughout the data, however, were responses that resisted
the ideal for gendering. The norms were too rigid; the regulatory practices were too mean.
This recognition is hopeful in that it provides an opening for new readings of self, text, and
society at large.
Subscribing to the gender norms through conformity, and regulating the system
through discursive and exclusionary practice, place females in a system that perpetuates
social inequality. Females are at a distinct disadvantage in this system because the
parameters of their experience severely limit their ability to act on desire or fulfill their
human potential. It is difficult to resist a regulatory system that appears so natural and so
much a part of the culture that it is barely indiscernible. This invisibility, compounded by
the manifestation of social expectations, keeps the ideal at the center of the dominant
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experience. Had their reading carried a critical intent, or if the texts had posed a challenge
to the social regulator}' norms for the gendered ideal, the readers might have been
supportive of a less stringent system.
Sexuality: The Heterosexual Persuasion
In the texts chosen for the study, sexuality was represented in a variety of forms.
Although heterosexuality was the mainstay, often motivations or manipulations were
encased in meanings that challenged the normative experience. When sexual activity was
tucked neatly within a mutual relationship involving a male and female, the readers took it
as a given. As episodes involving sex moved further from the familiar, it became
increasingly difficult for readers to legitimate the experience. When readers crossed
boundaries into the forbidden or unknown, it drew a response, or lack of response, that
was difficult to discern.
The Safe and Familiar
When Paige entered Pike's ( 1992a) Chain Letter 2: The Ancient Evil. Alison
Parker, the female protagonist, had just come from the shower. She was sitting in her
living room with a pink bath towel wrapped around her midsection arguing with her
boyfriend. Despite this tension, Alison was secretly wishing that they had had sex before
the fighting started.
As Alison reflected on her relationship with Tony, the reader learned that they were
both virgins when they started dating, and as their relationship evolved, they began to have
sex. This representation of the sexual experience, a consequence of dominant group
gendering, was presented to Paige in a way that she perceived as normal. Paige expects
that a relationship that involves mutual caring to eventually include sexual activity. To
maintain the wholesomeness of the experience for the reader, the disclosures occurred
through reflection only (i.e., the reader was not placed in the position of dominant
specularity while Alison and Tony were performing a sex act). To further sanitize the
experience, had Alison and Tony engaged in a sexual event, Alison would have been clean.
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Given the reader's perspective on normal sexual relations, she had little reason to resist the
sexual activity as it was presented. In a sense, it was nice sex.
Paige was not the only reader who wanted normative heterosexual relationships
with or without sexual activity for favorite characters. Die Softly (Pike, 1991) lacked the
ingredients necessary for the development of heterosexual relationships; however, when
Petree predicted happy endings, they were definitely a part of her formula (e.g., if the text
were to end on a positive note for Sammie, she would have been married to Herb; if the
novel ended in Herb's favor, he would have eventually married Alexa). Shari Cooper, in
Remember Me (Pike, 1989), died before she entered into a sustaining heterosexual
relationship, but Tiff took great pleasure in knowing that Shari was able to receive her
reward in heaven. Whereas, Angela Warner, in Pike's (1992b) Monster, fell short of this
desirable outcome. Despite Hannah's objections, Angela's eternity was lived out in a state
of marginalization without a male counterpart.
Based on the responses of the readers, it appears that there is no social penalty for
engaging in sexual activity as long as it is confined to a mutually agreed upon heterosexual
relationship. However, the readers are aware of a social regulatory system that holds
sexual permissiveness in check. According to the readers, girls will be cited as "sluts" or
"players" if their sexual activities exceed the norm. This type of labeling supposedly
causes a reduction in social value, but it was not clear from the data to what extent this type
of citation is damaging. Petree, for example, referred to Bobbi as a slut and yet there was
evidence that she still had friends and a boyfriend; furthermore, Paige indicated that it was
the "big, popular girls" who were known to engage in an assortment of sexual ventures.
The texts also seemed to support the notion of heterosexuality and the sexual acts
that occurred within the heterosexual relationship, but only insofar as they appeared in an
innocent, private, and sanitized form. When the sex act challenged the boundaries of what
readers constituted as normal, or when it became a vicarious display, it produced a
backlash in the readers' reactions.
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The Challenge to Innocence. Privacy, and Sanitation
In the same text that the sexually active Alison Parker was searching for the
meaning of unconditional love, Paige encountered the "wild" Joan Zuchlensky. During the
reading, Paige learned that Tony considered Joan "gorgeously gross" and that he was
intimidated by her sexual aggressiveness. Furthermore, Tony disclosed to the reader that
he came "within a finger's inch of having sex with her" (Pike, 1992a, p. 42). This
information was presented to the reader through Tony's reflections and in crude terms.
Paige did not vicariously view, through narration, their sexual behaviors, but the choice of
words (e.g., "affair" as opposed to "relationship") used to represent their association did
not convey an image of innocence. After considering the circumstances, Paige failed to
legitimate their experience: "And I really didn't actually think that Tony was Joan's
boyfriend."
With Sasha, Tony's experience moved from personal reflection to the bedroom
scene itself. Paige was allowed to view the events as they unfolded. "[Sasha] slipped into
bed next to him and did the nasty deed, and it had been nasty" (Pike, 1992a, p. 169). To
remove the sanitary veneer, Tony revealed that Sasha emitted a strange odor that reminded
him of biology class and, to his surprise, she had kissed him after he had vomited. The
reader did not voluntarily offer a response to these kinds of sexual activities nor did she
refer to the language used by the author. When asked about what she thought about the
sex, Paige responded, "It's not my favorite part. . . . I usually don't pay attention to those
parts because they don't really seem important to the story."
Petree's reading experience also involved sexual behaviors that challenged what is
commonly viewed as normal heterosexual relations. In the final chapters of Die Softly
(Pike, 1989), Petree learned that Alexa Cloze and Lisa Bamscull had engaged in sexual
activities that included group sex and bondage. It was difficult to draw a response from the
reader with respect to these matters. In part, Petree's reluctance may have stemmed from
her lack of sexual knowledge. For example, she referred to an episode from a television
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show where a woman was tied down and raped as bondage. Clearly, Petree did not
understand that both parties enter into this type of sexual activity with the desire to
temporarily assume dominant and submissive roles. But her lack of response was also due
to other factors. This became apparent when I asked Petree why the author would write
about the use of cocaine in a book written for adolescents. Petree stated that it made the
text "more juicy." To follow up on this notion, I asked whether the sex also made the text
more juicy. Petree responded by saying, "I really don't care for it." At this point, I
pressed the issue by asking, "What is it about sex that bothers you so much? Is it
something that you are not interested in or not ready for?" Petree ended the conversation
by saying, "Both."
Although Tiff seemed comfortable with Shari's level of sexual activity, she was
less reluctant to sanction Beth's participation. The fact that Tiff regarded Beth as a
boyfriend stealer seemed to have contributed to her disapproval of the character, but the
way the sex acts were described may have also fueled her negative response.
When Shari discussed the night that she and Dan almost had intercourse, it was in a
bedroom behind a closed door. It was an event that Shari and Daniel had been leading up
to for months. In addition, the reader learned of this situation through Shari's personal
disclosure. In contrast, T iff learned about Beth's first encounter with Dan through
Amanda. According to her report to Shari concerning the happenings at the party, Beth and
Daniel were naked and fondling each other in the jacuzzi. The second sexual event took
place following Shari's funeral. Short, uninteresting sentences supplied Tiff with the
details needed to view the event: Daniel and Beth were "making out on the couch. Daniel
had his hand under her blouse. She was undoing his belt. They were both groaning"
(Pike, 1989, p. 124). To make this scene even less engaging for the reader, Shari and
Peter were present in their ghostly states, watching and commenting on the action.
On both occasions, Beth and Daniel were viewed as they were engaging in sexual
activities; in addition, there was no history between the participants that would suggest that
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their acts were part of a sustained or mutual relationship. As a reader, Tiff was obviously
taken by romance. For instance, Daniel's public display for Shan on prom night (the huge
corsage and the Rolls Royce) made a favorable impression on Tiff. Daniel's public display
with Beth must have seemed cheap by companson. The couch scene drew the following
comment: "Maybe [Beth's] a plaything. [Daniel's] just using her for her breasts."
If innocence, privacy, and sanitation are necessary in the legitimation of the sexual
act, then Angela Warner's experience can be held as a negative example. Angela admittedly
entered into sexual activity on desire rather than deep feelings for Jim as a person. She
openly acknowledged her passion and attraction to the "dark side" (Pike, 1992b, p. 130);
even the pumping of the oil rigs stirred her sexual imagination. The two sexual episodes
involving Jim took place on the public beach and in the lake. There was no attempt on
Angela's part to forego sexual activity until a private place could be secured. The lack of
innocence and lack of privacy paled in comparison to the lack of sanitation. Cleanliness
was completely disregarded in Angela's sexual experience: the blood on the beach, "They
were so smeared with gook that the passion had lost all its charm" (p. 85); the blood in the
lake, "But the taste of blood in her mouth was the taste of pleasure.. . . It seemed to come
out of Jim and into her mouth, where blood swam around their tongues like a forbidden
elixir" (p. 139); and the blood in the basement, "Her face was covered with gook; she
could feel its dried stickiness stretched as her skin flexed" (p. 197). These images seemed
to strip the romance from Angela's sexual activities. As far as commenting directly on the
sex acts, Hannah remarked, "I don't like that part of the books . . . I would like it just as
much if they would cut this part out."
Considering the limited commentaries on the sexual acts that occurred in the texts, it
is difficult to determine whether, or in what ways, the readers may have been impacted by
these images. Perhaps the readers were reserved in their commentary because they were
talking to an adult with a tape recorder, or there could have been a host of other
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reasons—sheer embarrassment, for example. It should be noted, however, that, as Paige
stated, "Most of them have [sexual activity]," and all of the girls selected to participate in
the study read extensively in this genre.
The Weird, Uncomfortable, Funny, Disgusting Thing
Although the texts could serve as a tribute to heterosexuality, there were cracks in
the reading that offered a hint of same sex attractions. In contrast to the consequences for
citations that resulted from what may be perceived as excessive heterosexual behavior, the
social regulatory system appears much less yielding for those who are labeled gay or
lesbian.
According to Petree, "gay" is a term that is loosely applied. She offered the
following example of how the citation is used: "Bobbi, I hate her. She is so gay."
Although the term "gay" is used to name, it is not in reference to sexual preference: "It is
just meant as a joke. We would just say that because we don't like her." At the base
school, the term "gay" has such a devastating capacity that Tiff cautioned its use: "That's
not something to be saying to people.. . . It could ruin their reputation or make them lose
their self-confidence. I mean, they wouldn't have their friends. Their friends would
probably back out on them . . . 'cause it could be true."
Two instances surfaced in the texts that could be interpreted as an attraction for
individuals of the same sex. The first instance occurred when Herb Trasker commented on
the unexplainable respect that Sammie Smith seemed to display for Lisa Bamscull. When I
drew the reader's attention to the line, and asked her if the author might be implying that
Sammie was more attracted to girls than boys, Petree responded, "I don't really like the
topic." Up to this point in the response, Petree had noted that Sammie didn't "seem like the
type of girl" who was interested in dating. If she had been, Petree reasoned, she would
have taken the necessary steps to make herself appear "more feminine and nicer." When
posed with the suggestion that Sammie may have been a lesbian, Petree alleged that she had
"never even thought about that."
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The second suggestion occurred as Angela Warner recognized that she was
overcome by an intense sexual feeling while holding her dead friend, Mary Blanc: "She
would have liked to kiss her friend good-bye, but not with company in the room" (Pike,
1992b, p. 165). Twice, I mentioned Angela's reference to "sexual in intensity" (p. 164) to
the reader. Following my first reference ("There is something very sexual about this whole
experience"), Hannah simply agreed with an "Um hum." After my second attempt to gain
Hannah's perspective on same sex attraction, the reader confined her response to the plot:
"If she would have kissed her friend, she probably would have gotten a craving for her
blood . . . and then wanted to eat her, and she didn't want that guy to see her do that."
Although Hannah may have been avoiding commenting on what she considered an
embarrassing subject, it is also possible that, like Petree, she "never even thought about it."
Given the consequences for disclosure, it is possible that gays and lesbians do not make
their presence known in the adolescent social world. Petree, for example, doubted whether
there were any homosexuals at her school: "There isn't anyone that I really think is gay."
According to Petree, if homosexuals were to materialize at Prairie Middle School they
would be regarded as "a weird, uncomfortable, funny, disgusting thing," and their
presence would not be tolerated. Hegemonic practices used against these individuals
would include ridicule and physical molestation: "People would make fun of them if they
knew for sure. . . . People would beat them up." The regulatory system may be so
effective regarding this matter that self-imposed erasure may be the preferred option.
The exception in Petree's all-heterosexual matrix was a social worker named Ruth.
Petree's narrative regarding this woman reiterates the power of the pattern as it is applied to
sexuality. Apparently, Ruth had made an effort to create an awareness among the students
of Prairie Middle School that the stereotypes associated with homosexuality (i.e., gays as
"fashion designers or make-up artists" and lesbians as "jockish" male haters) were not
grounded in reality. As a part of her presentation, Ruth posed a hypothetical situation and
asked the students to respond: What would you do if a homosexual were to sit next to you

in a general assembly? Petree answered that she would "scoot over just a little bit."
According to Petree, Ruth was disapproving of the hegemonic practices that the students
claimed they would issue in this type of circumstance. During our conversation, Petree
added, "And 1 know it's not right, but I can't help the way I feel." In stating this, Petree
acknowledged the contradiction between what is right and how she feels, but as the
conversation continued, it became evident that the source of her ambiguity was due, in part,
to institutionalized codes that define normalcy.
The fact that Ruth is in her mid forties, "and she has never been married and she
isn't engaged . . . and she isn't dating anyone and she doesn't have a boyfriend," caused
the students-Petree included-to "wonder" about her. When a note was sent to Ruth
asking her if she was a lesbian, according to Petree, "She got kind of m a d .. . . She said
that she was just frazzled that people would have questions about her sexuality just because
she wasn't married." By not entering into the pattern sanctioned by the dominant
group—the normative heterosexual experience that includes relationships and eventually
marriage—Ruth's sexuality was called into question. The ambiguity m this matter becomes
more acute when one considers Ruth's reaction. If there is nothing wrong or unnatural
about being gay or lesbian, why did Ruth get "frazzled" by the question? Would Ruth have
gotten "frazzled," for example, if someone had suggested that she was heterosexual?
Perhaps Ruth's discomfort was grounded in her understanding of the system.
Being a youth worker and cited as "gay" or "lesbian" could jeopardize her social and
economic positioning. Like Petree, Ruth may know that the social regulatory system is
unfair and unjust. Denial, therefore, may have been in her own self-interest. Rather than
allowing for unchecked speculation by taking a neutral position, that is, by responding in a
way that would send a message to students that her sexual preference was a non-issue,
Ruth felt compelled to publicly profess her heterosexuality: "She said that she wasn't gay."
In doing so, however, Ruth may have inadvertently sent mixed messages to her students.
Less Familiar Crossings
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Two of the texts delved into the area of incest. Pike's (1991) Die Softly suggested
a forced sexual relationship between Mr. Cloze and his daughter, Alexa. In Remember Me
(Pike, 1989), Amanda Parish and Jimmy Cooper entered into a romantic relationship
before learning that they were biological siblings. The ways that the readers responded to
this topic seemed dependent on their understandings of the social regulatory codes.
In Die Softly (Pike, 1991), Petree learned that there was a problem in Alexa's
relationship with her father. As the text unfolded, Petree realized that Alexa's father had
been "sexually molesting her." A description of Alexa's father placed him in a wheelchair
with his neck at a peculiar angle. Since Alexa claimed to have given ”him something he'd
remember fo r a long time”(p. 159), Petree reasoned that Alexa might have paralyzed him
in an act of self-defense. Although the term "incest" was not used during our discussion,
Petree remarked that Alexa's experience with her father made the text "sad." To further
demonstrate her understanding of this matter, Petree commented that this type of behavior
occurs throughout society but that it would be something that people would want to hide.
Petree's response suggests that she was aware of the social taboo regarding incest
and the negative consequences that are associated with this type of violation. Personally, I
did not find this commentary remarkable. Without a great deal of conversation, we had a
shared understanding of "the problem." Held in juxtaposition with T iffs comments
regarding incest, it became clear just how important "shared understandings" are in the
interpretive response.
Early in the text, Shari Cooper discussed Jimmy Cooper and Amanda Parish's
romantic involvement (Pike, 1989). According to Shari, their relationship was bringing
new- meaning to Jimmy's life when Amanda suddenly stopped seeing him. Toward the end
of the text, Tiff learned that Amanda and Shari had been switched as babies. When asked
what that would mean with respect to Amanda and Jimmy's relationship, Tiff replied,
"That would mean that Amanda would be dating her brother." Without further comment,
Tiff went on to add that Amanda and Jimmy were both color blind. To bring the

231

conversation back to this relationship I asked, Okay, so if Amanda is dating her brother,
what does that mean? Tiff responded by saying, "I don't know. She's just dating her
brother."
As I asked her to reflect on the past events in the text involving Jimmy and
Amanda, Tiff suggested that, in comparison to Shari, Amanda had it "pretty good." She
went on to explain:
I mean, she doesn't seem like she's having any problems really except between her
and Jim. They are just kind of off and o n .. .. Because first they're really hot in
the beginning and then she's kind of avoiding him. . . . And now they're kind of
hot again since Shari's dead. So now that Shari's out of the picture, Amanda's
kind of moving in on Jim.
When I stressed that Amanda was Jimmy's sister, Tiff replied, "Actually, he doesn't know
that it's his sister."
Shortly after this conversation we returned to the reading. In this chapter, Tiff
encountered the word "incest." When she asked for an explanation, I told her that in our
society, its forbidden to have sexual relations with family members. Tiff indicated that she
understood: "Okay. I get that." Later, however, Tiff reasoned that Amanda killed Shari
because she was trying "to break up her and Jimmy," then suggested that if Jimmy were to
learn that he was Amanda's brother that it "would ruin the relationship and everything
else."
Not only was I unprepared for T iffs responses, I found them flippant and
perplexing. Although I failed to understand the source of my frustration at the time, in
reflection, it became apparent that Tiff and I did not share the same understandings of the
social codes regarding incest. As the result of my socialization, the idea of incest has been
instituted into my view of the world: It is wrong. T iffs response was confusing because it
didn't reflect the negativity or the shock that I associated with the practice: "She's just
dating her brother." To Tiff, who had "never heard the term," who was unfamiliar with the
concept ("Incest was one thing that I didn't know about"), the situation that faced Amanda
and Jimmy was similar to other couples experiencing problems in their relationship.
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It wasn't until this point in my work with the readers that I became fully aware of
the extent to which our discourse was dependent on contextually shared understandings.
The source of these meanings went well beyond mutually agreed upon definitions; they
were constituted in the social and cultural entanglements that girdled our words.
Other examples of a mismatch in socially and culturally rooted meanings occurred
as the texts introduced voyeurs. Early in the text Die Softly (Pike, 1991), Petree, in
reference to Herb Trasker's plans to take nude pictures of the cheerleaders, remarked that
Herb was "kind of mean." After this initial comment, however, Petree did not refer to his
behavior. Considering the nature of the viewing and Herb's disclosures, it seemed rather
odd that Petree did not address the moral implications raised in this matter, and it wasn't as
though the author had failed to provide the reader with an explicit account of his viewing.
Once the pictures were subject to his gaze, for example, Herb offered the following: "It
was Lisa . . . standing fully exposed. Herb studied her, fascinated. . . . The shots had
caught her from a variety of angles: front, side, behind-" (p. 98). Despite this bluntness,
Petree did not discuss Herb's voyeuristic tendencies. Petree's response might have been
overrun by the plot. The last picture that Herb viewed showed Alexa with a baseball bat.
The possibility of Alexa murdering Lisa could have occupied the reader's thoughts to the
extent that her focus immediately shifted.
T iffs response to being viewed without consent was more difficult for me to
understand. The text seemed to treat this violation lightly (i.e., boys will be boys).
Shortly after Peter's death, he visited Shari and watched her take a shower. When Shari
learned of Peter's viewing, she was primarily concerned about her appearance. Peter put
her mind to rest by assuring her that she "looked great" (Pike, 1989, p. 116). As a reader,
Tiff did not seem disapproving of Peter's behavior, and in consideration of Shari's
reaction, Tiff stated that Shan "was flattered, but she wasn't gonna say that. . . . She liked
it because now she [knew] that he was checking her out."
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In an attempt to consider this situation from a different perspective, I asked Tiff if
she would enjoy being viewed by a voyeur who offered a positive critique of her
appearance. In response to this hypothetical situation, Tiff indicated that she would enjoy
this type of experience. However, when I posed the same situation with a negative
commentary' from the voyeur, Tiff stated that she would be "really mad." Like Tiff's
interpretation of Shari's reaction, the thought of being viewed without consent was not
upsetting as long as the voyeur was complimentary in his appraisal.
Again, I had to deal with my socialization. Being viewed without consent runs
contrary to my value system. The text presented this situation as an innocent form of
heterosexual fun. Tiff and Shari were both amused by Peter's exploits. I was not.
The Politics of Sexuality: A Comment From the Margins
Given the ideological content of young adult horror fiction regarding sexuality, it
could be stated that the texts support heterosexuality by way of a mutual relationship.
Tucked within this ordered experience, sexual activity is presented as innocent, private, and
sanitary. In contrast, any type of sexual activity that appeared to exceed the norms was
degradation.
When the social codes regulating sexual behaviors were known to the readers, they
responded to incidents in the texts according to the norms governing sexual behavior in
their social contexts. Consequently, readers sanctioned sexual behaviors within the
confines of a heterosexual relationship that were legitimated by a promise of love; whereas,
sexual activity outside of this arrangement was regarded unfavorably. Exceeding the
norms often resulted in citations that identified violators. When readers understood these
acts as deviation, they maintained a distance.
Although the texts did not specifically address the issue of bisexuality or
homosexuality, there were a few references that could have been interpreted as same sex
attraction. When brought to the attention of readers, their responses to alternate forms of
sexual expression reflected their social induction. Same sex attraction was deemed a
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behavior that would not be tolerated. In readers' social settings, discursive practice and
threats of violence seem to create a systematic invisibility through self-imposed erasure. To
suddenly have these individuals appear in the texts as normal human beings could make for
an uneasy reading. Exclusion may have been viewed as a safe alternative of dealing with
bisexuality or homosexuality. Whatever the reason, as in the case of race, the omission
was most likely not an oversight.
Without prior knowledge of social expectations regarding sexuality, the readers
appeared less able to distinguish between "right" and "wrong." This became evident in
T iffs response concerning incest. Entering into uncharted territory-an area where she was
unaware of the social codes governing the event—allowed the reader to view passively a
situation that has been marked as socially unacceptable. Without these preconceived
notions, Tiff did not realize that what she was seeing was supposed to appear perverse.
The same rationale might apply to T iffs response to voyeurs. The situation was presented
in the text within a context of heterosexual fun. For Tiff, the thought of being watched
while naked held a certain appeal. If Tiff was aware that her response was in direct
violation of the social regulatory codes, it was not apparent.
This type of social training—knowing the codes for what constitutes
normalcy—must be instituted in human subjects well before the situations present
themselves in real-life. If these issues are unaddressed, adolescents may flounder or act on
desire without considering social penalties. In a sense, these texts, written for adolescents,
serve this political purpose. They provide a means for guiding adolescents to the safety of
the heterosexual matrix, a safety that can best be realized through a mutual relationship. To
underscore the importance of conformity regarding sexual behavior, readers are positioned
to view' the ugliness that can result from extending sexual activity beyond the
norm-approved experience. Given the representations of sexuality that recurred throughout
the reading, it would not be surprising if adolescents were to come to the conclusion that
the pinnacle of sexual experiences is realized in the normal, heterosexual relationship.
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Drawing attention to the conservative and constraining norms as they appeared in
the texts should not be misconstrued as a call for a laissez faire approach to sexual
behavior. It is, however, a strong objection to the limited representations of healthy sexual
expression.
Conclusion
Chapter eight examined the data within the categories of race, class, gender, and
sexuality. This arrangement allowed for an examination of the interaction between texts
and readers within the perspective of a socio-political context. It also provided insight with
regard to the shaping of readers' subjectivities through this textual experience. The final
chapter will address the appeal of texts, discuss the effects of the reading on the girls
involved in the inquiry, discuss some things learned as a result of the study, offer
recommendations for further research, and, in closing, reflect briefly on the readers in this
study.

CHAPTER IX
CONCLUSION
The preceding chapter, the analysis and interpretation of data, examined the
responses of readers and the contents of the texts with respect to the categories of race,
class, gender, and sexuality. Commentary at the end of each section shed light on the
research questions and situated the inquiry within a broader social context. Chapter nine
examines the appeal of young adult horror fiction and addresses the concern of critical
literacy theorists regarding the ideological content of texts and its effects on readers. In
addition, the chapter discusses the lessons learned as a result of the study, offers
suggestions for future research in this area, and provides a final reflection on the four girls
who participated in the inquiry.
The Appeal of Young Adult Horror Fiction
One question that guided this inquiry concerned the appeal of young adult horror
texts to adolescent girls. What was it about young adult horror fiction that kept these
readers coming back for more? How did they experience the horror in the texts? And,
more generally, what was their response to young adult horror fiction?
The gruesome and the gross are expectations that avid young adult horror fiction
readers have come to enjoy. When characters are burned to death, decapitated, forced to
drink blood, eaten, or processed for burial, the readers' responses usually contained one of
the following expletives: "gross," "disgusting," "intriguing," or "yuck." But this is,
according to the readers, the appeal of the genre. Each time they enter a text, it is with the
anticipation that they will experience the sublime.
The readers put their attraction to reading about the repulsive into words. Paige, in
response to Fran's decapitation, discussed the "laughing feeling" she experiences while
236
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looking at a body in a casket. In response to the description of Lisa Bamscull's burning
flesh, Petree described the appeal as similar to the contradictory feelings within her as she
views a corpse: "You don't want to see it because it will make you sad . . . or it will gross
you out. But you want to see it because you are curious about what a person looks like
after they are dead." Hannah expressed the desire to live on the edge or to experience
danger when she discussed the appeal of the texts. She compared the feelings to those she
dealt with when a house was burning in her neighborhood. Despite her concern for the
family, she was drawn to the event with anticipation and excitement. Although Tiff did not
contextualize her feelings in an example, in response to Shari's eyelids being glued and lips
sewn, she remarked, "If [the author] gives you . . . a lot of details, as he did here, you just
feel this happening to you. . . . I don't know about other read ers,. . . it's just really n e a t.
.. when you read this." The readers' disclosures were similar: The uncanny is
uncommonly pleasurable.
All of the readers discussed books or movies that had evoked strong emotions.
They did not, however, expect this type of emotional response from young adult horror
fiction. Petree explained reading young adult horror fiction is like "watching a movie that
you have already watched five tim es.. . . It doesn't really make you feel anything. It
doesn't make you laugh anymore. It doesn't make you cry anymore. But you still like it
because it is a good movie." While discussing the death of Johnny in The Outsiders
(Hinton, 1967), Paige said that when she read that part of the text, she cried. When I
reminded Paige that she found Fran Darey' decapitation "funny," Paige pointed out that
The Outsiders was different than young adult horror fiction.
The imagery', symbolism, and figurative language contained in the texts did not
appear to be fully appreciated by the readers. Furthermore, readers often regarded the
presence of literary elements as a source of confusion. The following examples may help
to illustrate this point. When Shari Cooper, in Pike's (1989) Remember M e. stated that she
could not walk on water, Tiff asked if the statement was a water metaphor. In the same

text, Jeff insulted Shari by stating that she walked around with her head up her ass. Tiff
questioned the literal positioning of Shari's head: "So is her head up or down?" In
reference to Chain Letter 2: The Ancient Evil (Pike, 1992a), I asked Paige if any place came
to mind after she had encountered the following descriptors: claustrophobic, the smell of
rotten eggs, unbearable heat, the sounds of humans and animals being tortured, and
nauseous pulsating patterns of red and purple. Paige responded by stating, "There are
places that you can compare to th a t. . . maybe they are not quite as bad, but—." And when
the ancient evil wormed its way from Sasha's dead body in the form of a snake, Paige
stated that she "didn't get the meaning of the worm." Hannah also encountered some
problems with symbolism and imagery in Monster (Pike, 1992b). When asked about the
references to religious symbols and practices in the texts, Hannah responded by saying,
"Religion? Like dying or the devil or something?" In reference to the silver chalice,
Hannah stated, "Obviously, it has some sort of meaning to the story, but it's confusing."
Later, Hannah cited a young adult horror novel written by R. L. Stine as an example of
literature dealing with identical twins. This lack of attention, appreciation, or
understanding of the author's literary attempts did not seem to diminish the reading
experience; it simply did not enhance the readers' overall enjoyment of the texts.
All four readers stated that they had read formulated romance texts but did not find
it satisfying. Tiff said that she enjoyed reading about romance, but it had to be combined
with horror. According to Hannah, without the horror, the "bits of strange," the texts
would lose their appeal: "It would just be about life—and that is boring."
Generally speaking, the readers found a great deal of pleasure in vicarious
experiences involving death, flesh, and fluids. Moving from gross event to gross event
characterized the reading. The social text was a distant second; romance and relationships
were pertinent only when they seemed important to the plot-and the plot was carried by the
constant waves of the gross and grizzly.
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Ideological Assumptions and Questionable Connections
Arguments from critical literacy theorists have raised questions about the ideological
content of texts and its potential for shaping readers' subjectivities. This concern has been
applied to adolescent genre fiction (Cooper, 1993). According to this rationale, readers,
seeking a pleasurable experience as they come to the texts, are unprepared to recognize or
challenge the ideological effects that the texts are having on their socialization. Through the
reiteration of dominant ideologies that occurs each time readers enter into a text, they are
unknowingly seduced into naturalizing and maintaining a social system that ultimately
perpetuates social inequality.
Did the ideological content of the texts support dominant views? As demonstrated
throughout chapter eight, the ideological content of young adult horror fiction reflects the
social values of America's dominant middle class. In this textual experience, the only
viable route to a safe and satisfying life is realized at the center of the social regulatory
matrix where the values of a white, middle-classed, gender appropriated, and heterosexual
society are affirmated.
Did the social or cultural understandings the readers brought to the reading impact
their interpretations of the text? As self-acknowledged members of the middle class, the
values that readers brought to the text acted as a shroud for interpretation; as a result, the
middle-class script, realized through the readers' verbal responses, materialized in the data.
The social world represented in the texts nearly mirrored the readers' interpretations of the
social world that they have come to know. When asked to connect the reading to life
experience, the readers discussed in depth the social regulatory system that operates in their
social settings. They described the discursive and exclusionary practices used to maintain
group integrity and their participation as active regulators. Thus, the site of the inquiry
eventually became the social regulatory matrix containing both the readers' interpretations
of the social world of the text and their perspectives of the social realities of their lives.
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To what extent did young adult horror fiction seem to effect or shape readers'
views? The data suggest that the readers engaged in a dominant reading of the texts.
Rather than resisting the author's messages or opposing the ideologies as presented, the
readers accepted the texts at face value (Apple, 1993). This does not necessarily qualify the
readers as compliant subjects. Since readers come to the texts with the anticipation of being
revolted by hideous displays, the meaning in the texts was, seemingly, of little
consequence. As long as the author provided them with the formulated thrills, the readers
had no reason to resist the reading.
Given that the readers entered the texts with a great deal of social and cultural
baggage, it could be interpreted that they were saturated with the ideologies of the dominant
culture well before the inquiry. Granted, the readers had been reading actively in this genre
for quite some time, but to determine a direct connection between the ideologies in the texts
and effects on readers' behaviors would require reader-response research to take place
within a social and cultural vacuum. As Grossberg (1986) states, to "locate the concrete
moment when the text enters into the material life of its consumers within a larger social
context" (p. 180) would be difficult. Since hegemony is so prevalent in our culture and in
the social contexts of the readers, the texts cannot be charged with indoctrinating
adolescents into passively accepting dominant views. This does not suggest the texts are
innocent or, as Petree claims, value-free-merely, that the texts are a reflection of what the
dominant group readers already understand as the system or know to be true in life.
Therefore, it should not be shocking to find evidence of ideological socialization threaded
throughout the readers' responses to texts; Paige, Petree, Tiff, and Hannah have been
raised in a racist, classist, gendered, and sexist society.
The readers, both capable and complex, have some definite ideas about the way
things are supposed to work. They are acutely aware that a particular performance will
reap certain rewards; while another will render social penalties. Their comments revealed
the fragmentation that is so characteristic of human subjectivity. While discussing social
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situations, for example, several references to race, class, gender, and sexuality were
extremely controversial. Yet, if asked straight out, "Are you a racist?" "Do you think the
class structure in our society is fair and just?" "Is it necessary for women to marry to live a
fulfilling life?" "Should we do whatever is necessary to mirror the social image of an ideal
female?" "Is the only acceptable form of sexual expression enclosed in a mutual
heterosexual relationship?" "Is it permissible to treat people who do not conform to social
norms with rudeness and contempt?," the readers would probably respond with a
resounding "No!" And despite comments dispersed throughout the data which suggest the
contrary', from their perspective, the readers would probably be answering these questions
in a truthful manner.
To help clarify this point, consider the following: If the same group of adolescents
had responded to texts calling attention to racial segregation, inequities of the class system,
the constraining norms for gendering, or violence issued against homosexual youth, would
the readers have challenged the ideologies that promoted the understanding of divergence
and difference? Or would they have supported ideologies that counter racism, classism,
sexism, and gender appropriation? The books and movies that the readers regarded as
personally meaningful drew attention to these political and social issues. This suggests that
readers knew the difference between texts that are formulated for a cheap thrill and the
kinds of literature that could have a meaningful impact on their lives.
Therefore, I shall proceed with caution, for I am unconvinced that the readers'
responses in this inquiry captured a whole person's response, a real person's response, or
the response of a true self. Rather, I would suggest that the inquiry snapped fragments of a
performance—one of goodness and, at the same time, one tainted by political
incorrectness—that rose to the occasion of responding to text under the auspicious eye of a
middle-aged teacher/researcher with a public agenda.
Before continuing with the argument of ideological socialization and young adult
horror fiction, it becomes necessary to revisit the classical Greek "preoccupation with
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audience response" (Tompkins, 1980, p. 202). During this time period, language was
regarded as a powerful force. When properly executed, it was viewed as capable of
yielding enormous influence to the extent that it impacted human behavior. Under this
ideology, literature study was undertaken for political purposes. Mastering the techniques
that produced particular effects, and understanding the "effects that discourse [had] on
human behavior" (p. 205), translated into a power advantage. Hence, understanding the
methods authors used for capturing the attention of an audience and moving that audience
to respond in a particular way was viewed as a survival tactic in the political arena;
whereas, the content or meaning of the discourse under study was irrelevant to their
purposes.
For as loosely connected as this argument may appear to the reading experience
offered by young adult horror fiction, there is much to learn from the reasoning of the
ancient Greeks that applies to this inquiry. The respondents repeatedly stated that they read
horror novels for the effect. Seeing and feeling the sublime through textual experience is
what keeps them reading; and the more nauseating and offending the experience, the greater
the readers' sense of delight. This is what the girls tried to convey to the adult researcher
with an agenda. They read young adult horror fiction for the effect, not the meaning.
Where the classical perspective of response connects to the argument regarding
ideological socialization is in the effect that discourse has on human behavior. To varying
degrees, the girls revealed they view society from a dominant perspective. It was also
evident in the data that the ideologies reflecting their interpretations were instituted and in
operation long before the textual experience. To gain a perspective on this matter, this
question needs to be considered: If the girls in this study had never read a young adult
horror novel, would they be behaving differently? Or would their perceptions be
substantially altered?
Although this question will remain unanswered, the issue that lies at the center of
this argument may lie with the notion of power. According to the readers, young adult
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horror fiction is lacking the power needed to conjure an emotional response, much less
significantly impact their behavior. It is obvious from the readers' comments that they
regard the content of young adult horror fiction as superficial, and its modest effects are
immediate--not sustaining. The texts are quickly read and easily forgotten, as Petree
remarked, "1 don't even think about them." The readers claimed that nothing was learned
from the texts that hadn't been previously known. After thoughtful reflection, I am
inclined to agree. Although I would not challenge the connection between literature and
power or that literature has a transforming capacity, I have just come to doubt whether this
occurs in this particular textual engagement.
As a result, the temptation to make assertions, formulate hypotheses, or offer
generalizations will need to be suspended. Rather than undercutting ambiguity and arriving
at a statement that either supports or negates a connection between pleasure reading and
ideological socialization, satisfaction and delight will need to be realized in questions
unanswered.
Lessons Learned
At the onset of this study, I did not regard the terms "social constructivist" or
"social construction" as an ideological or theoretical position. To borrow from Hannah, I
thought social construction was "just the way it is" or common knowledge. This inquiry,
although more of a sociological study than originally planned, brought me to challenge this
perspective. Subjectivities are ruled and regulated at the social level through both formal
and informal regulating agencies. Throughout the study, the readers underscored the
importance of conformity and the kinds of practices that were used against those unable to
meet normative expectations. This constitutes forcible construction on the former and
foreclosure or eradication on the latter. To identify the exclusionary practices such as
erasure or eradication that are responsible, in part, for the subjective positioning within the
social order, educators have to observe student behavior. To understand the power of
words and how discursive practices are implicated in the regulatory process, educators
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must listen to what students are saying to or about one another and then consider the effects
of that discourse on human subjectivities. In addition, we must take into account, as Butler
states, the boundaries and the unlivable space beyond. To expect students to change in
such a way that they would set themselves apart, or make their experience unlivable, is
both unrealistic and unfair. As an educator, I can no longer walk into a classroom and
view the social dynamics without being reminded of this reality.
As social constructs, the behavior of human subjects could be explained in a way
that was somewhat rational. Looking at factors such as race, class, gender, and sexual
preference went a long way toward understanding behavior. Human subjects as multiple,
fragmented, and fluid social and psychological beings, who find a sense of wholeness only
in relation to others, are much more complex and contradictory individuals. With many
decisions about what lines to cross and what boundaries to explore being made at an
unconscious level, explaining human behavior becomes so multifaceted that determining
cause and effect is no longer a possibility. This awareness has effected my concept of an
educator. I can no longer interact with students without considering the complexity of their
subjective nature or without knowing that they may be longing for that sense of wholeness
when they look at me—or vice versa.
Raised in the traditions of Western thought, I have been taught that men and
women, day and night, black and white, and true and false are opposite. As elementary
educators we teach these notions to small children without realizing that the source of our
knowledge is ideological. If, or when, our students enter college they must unlearn the
binary truths and be given the analytical tools needed to deconstruct dualistic systems to
reveal the essentialized and exclusionary nature of categorization. Furthermore, becoming
aware of the vulnerability and instability of the dualistic system, statements describing
adolescent girls as "green trees under the sun and the stars"(Pipher, 1994, p. 293) versus
"saplings in a hurricane" (p. 22) will quickly deconstruct to the complex and contradictory
condition of being.
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If we are uncomfortable with the responses of the adolescents in this inquiry, we
should either search for the sites of production (which may start as close as the nearest
mirror and radiate in a multidimensional fashion through time and location) or make a
deliberate effort to counter racism, classism, sexism, and gender appropriation actively and
in the presence of our youth. With regard to ideological socialization through the
pleasurable textual experience of young adult horror fiction, at the risk of using a cliche, I
think we have bigger fish to fry.
A Circle Story
If I were to prepare a presentation for a group of educators, I would no longer feel
unable to address questions regarding the effects of young adult horror fiction on
adolescent female readers. Based on the data generated in this study, questions regarding
the effects of horror and violence on readers must be discussed on both the social and
psychological planes. From a social perspective, although the readers enjoyed reading
about bizarre episodes of gruesome deaths, they expressed no interest in participating in
violent acts. Exploring, in fantasy, "the boundary between the permitted and the forbidden
and to experience in a carefully controlled way the possibility of stepping across this
boundary" (Cawelti, 1976, p. 35) appeared to be satisfied vicariously. We should not
discount, however, the possibility of an unconscious psychological desire being satisfied,
or an elemental fear being confronted, through the textual engagement.
My concern regarding the conservative socialization of girls was equally clouded.
Despite the diverse backgrounds of the girls who informed the inquiry, there was a great
deal of evidence to suggest that the readers viewed themselves as ideologically centered.
Furthermore, there was no indication that the girls have ever considered themselves
anything but "normal" or "average” centered subjects. At best, based on the data examined
in this study, critical literary' theorists could charge that the texts are ideologically centered
and do nothing to challenge readers into confronting racism, classism, sexism, and gender
appropriation.
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Should school and public libraries be making popular texts of questionable content
accessible to young readers? Personally, I do not advocate for censorship or the
eradication of texts from libraries on the basis of violent or sexual content. At the same
time, 1 feel that educators do have a responsibility to be prepared to discuss the texts with
readers and parents.
Recommendations for Further Research
There are numerous possibilities for research in the area of young adult horror
fiction. Besides this study with a socio-political emphasis, the majority of what is
contained in the literature addressing this genre deals with publication trends or articles
written for parents or teachers that discuss the merits or shortcomings of the texts. Other
suggestions for research would include: 1) developing a statistical profile of young adult
horror fiction readers; 2) conducting a study with the purpose of transforming the reading
experience; 3) investigating the religious references in the text (i.e., God, the light, He, or
other transcendental beings) that appear highly compatible with mainstream religions in our
culture; and 4) exploring the reading of young adult horror fiction from a psychoanalytical
perspective.
Alternate Wavs of Gathering Data
Ascertaining data from four different readers and four different texts generated a
great deal of material. Despite the time and energy expended in the interpretation and
analysis, I would not trade the quality of this effort for efficiency. However, if the study
were to be repeated, having readers respond to the same text would be one way of reducing
the number of variables in the analysis. It would also create a condition that would be more
conducive to triangulation or comparisons among readers.
This study was designed to produce four separate case studies. Bringing a group
of young adult horror fiction readers together for response sessions would be another
means of collecting data It might be less authentic with respect to what is typically
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recognized as the leisure reading experience; on the other hand, the dynamics of group
interaction may generate information that did not emerge in this study.
Another possibility would be to have a reader select a text, read it independently,
and discuss it with a researcher in an afternoon. This would be one way to circumvent the
limitations imposed by prolonging the reading of the text or entering into an artificial
reading environment. It would also be an effective means of generating data from a greater
number of participants.
It would also be interesting to eliminate the researcher from the process of data
collection. This could be accomplished by having respondents read a self-selected horror
novel, then tape their response or write a journal entry at the end of each chapter. Once the
book was completed, the tapes or the response journals would be turned over to the
researcher for interpretation and analysis.
Considerations
Presenting four texts and the chunks of discourse that were generated as a result of
the reading added to the volume of the study, but it also provided the basis for
understanding the nature of the reading experience and laid the groundwork for
interpretation and analysis. Overall, I consider this method of presentation as a positive
feature of the study. If the same data were offered in the appendices, it would have been an
inconvenience to readers who were interested in examining data before extensive
interpretation.
Transcribing audio-taped conversations can be a problem when the quality of the
recordings is questionable. Working with an inexpensive recorder and inexpensive tapes
was a mistake that took time and patience to correct. At various points, background noise,
a rattle in the recorder, or shifting positions made the process of transcribing tapes
unnecessarily tedious. By using contextual information, notations, and rerunning the
problematic areas through a sound system with noise reduction, a majority of disrupted
data was eventually retrieved.
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Also, the gendering of males in the texts is certainly deserving of better treatment
than this research affords. This was not so much an oversight or to minimize how readers
interpreted the representations of males in the text as a reluctance to expand the research
into another area. If I were to repeat the study, it would be more inclusive.
Closing Comments
Edited transcripts sometimes fail to capture the essence of the experience; therefore,
it becomes necessary to emphasize some of the human aspects of the study. My experience
with the readers was surrounded by informal conversation, laughter, and food. There were
also times that we were suffering from various anxieties. Petree was worried at one point
during the data collection that she wasn't supplying me with enough information to write a
report. I had to reassure her that I was more than satisfied with her level of participation.
Paige brought the book that she selected home with her one evening. By the following
week she had finished it. We had to start over with a new text. Midway through the
reading sessions, Tiff decided to renegotiate her contract: half of the money now and half
later. I complied. Toward the end of the sessions, the girls were to choose a pseudonym.
This turned out to be quite an event. One reader wanted to choose a name that would lead
readers to assume she was a boy. Although I found this idea somewhat intriguing, I had to
point out that it would become an issue; I had advertised for female readers. Eventually,
she settled on Hannah.
Despite what I initially understood to be guarded commentaries, by the end of the
reading sessions many sensitive issues did surface in the discussions. Clearly, the most
difficult aspect in presenting the data concerned these disclosures. At times during the
collection of data, I wished 1 wasn't hearing what I was hearing because I was unsure how
the information could be conveyed with the respect it deserved. My final decision was to
trust the readers of this study and included many of the sensitive conversations.
Paige, Petree, Tiff, and Hannah represent the voices of many. As we engaged in
our conversations, I heard my own voice and those of my friends as we were growing up
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in a small rural community. 1 heard the voices of my daughters in their attempts to
negotiate a position for themselves in their social worlds. 1 heard the voices of my students
who are preparing to become elementary and middle school teachers. In stating this, 1 feel
it is important to stress that the respondents in this study are not finished products. As
situations and experiences present themselves in life, the girls may rethink and reformulate
their perspectives—if they haven't done so already. And, as Butler (1993) suggests, as
they become more aware of their subjectivities and of political issues, they may position
themselves in opposition to dominant views. Ultimately, they may relocate to the margins
and engage in political discussions that lead to meaningful change.

Reader Consent Form
I agree to participate in Betty Silliman's research project concerning reader response to
young adult horror novels. I am aware that the research is a part of a dissertation and that
information gained from this research may be published. My identity will be protected by
the use of a pseudonym. All other identifying information will be presented in such a way
that I will not be recognized. All consent forms, audio tapes, transcripts, and software will
be kept in locked file cabinets for a period of six years.
The meeting times for interviews and reading sessions will be at my convenience.
Transportation to and from the research site will be provided by Betty Silliman, the
principal investigator, who will assume liability unless other arrangements are made. The
location of the research site will be a mutually agreed upon location (e.g., Wheaton Public
Library, the university's student union). All sessions will be audio taped and later
transcribed for analysis.
I am aware that the project may last several weeks and that weekly reading sessions will be
vital to the success of Betty Silliman's project. If for any reason I cannot meet during a
particular week, the session may be rescheduled at my convenience. Other than the weekly
sessions I will not be asked to do outside reading or writing.
I understand that I can withdraw from the project at any time through the final interview
and that any information collected to that point will be destroyed at the time of the
withdrawal. To compensate me for time or inconvenience, I will be paid the sum of $5.00
for an interview lasting approximately one hour, and $70.00 for completing the project. In
the event that I withdraw from the research, I will be paid $1.50 per hour for the time spent
in the project.
sign: ___________________
(Y A horror reader)
date:
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Parent of Guardian Consent Form
I give permission for my daughter to participate in Betty Silliman's research project
concerning reader response to young adult horror novels. I am aware that the research is a
part of a dissertation and that information gained from this research may be published. My
daughters' identity will be protected by using a pseudonym. All other identifying
information will be presented in such a way that she, the reader, will not be recognized.
All consent forms, audio tapes, transcripts, and software will be kept in locked file cabinets
for a period of six years.
The meeting times for interviews and reading sessions will be at the convenience of the
reader. Transportation to and from the research site will be provided by Betty Silliman, the
principal investigator, who will assume liability unless other arrangements are made. The
location of the research site will be a mutually agreed upon location (e.g., Wheaton Public
Library, university's student union). All sessions will be audio taped and later transcribed
for later analysis.
I am aware that the project may last several weeks and that weekly reading sessions will be
vital to the success of the project. If for any reason the reader or researcher cannot meet
during a particular week, the session may be rescheduled at the convenience of the reader.
Other than the weekly sessions no other outside reading or writing is required.
I understand that my daughter can withdraw from the project at any time through the final
interview and that any information collected to that point will be destroyed at the time of the
withdrawal. To compensate for time or inconvenience, my daughter will be paid the sum
of $5.00 for an interview lasting approximately one hour, and $70.00 for completing the
project. In the event that my daughter withdraws prematurely, she will be paid $1.50 per
hour for time spent in the project.
In addition to my consent, I realize that my daughter's consent is also necessary to
participate in the research. In the interest of maintaining confidentiality, as a parent I may
ask questions about the general nature of the project or express concerns, however, I do
not expect Betty Silliman to disclose information about how my daughter responds to
various issues raised as a result of reader response to young adult horror.
sign: ________________________
(parent or legal guardian)
date:
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